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EDWARD SAID AND THE RELIGIOUS
EFFECTS OF CULTURE

This book provides a distinctive account of Edward Said’s critique
of modern culture by highlighting the religion–secularism distinc-
tion on which it is predicated. This distinction is both literal and
figurative. It refers, on the one hand, to religious traditions and to
secular traditions and, on the other hand, to tropes that extend the
meaning and reference of religion and secularism in indeterminate
ways. The author takes these tropes as the best way of organizing
Said’s heterogeneous corpus – from Joseph Conrad and the Fiction of
Autobiography, his first book, to Orientalism, his most influential book,
to his recent writings on the Palestinian question. The religion–sec-
ularism distinction, as an act of imagination and narrative conti-
nuity, lies behind Said’s cultural criticism, his notion of intellectual
responsibility, and his public controversy with Michael Walzer
about the meaning and the uses of the Exodus story and about the
question of Palestine.
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Preface

Edward W. Said is a celebrated cultural critic and Palestinian activist.
He is arguably the most influential American critic of the last quarter
century. This book arose from my surprise and bafflement at Said’s
cryptic, fugitive, but persistent reference to the sacred, religious, theo-
logical, and Manichaean. Why these religious references by a self-
described secular critic, a thinker whose work, on first glance, seems
indifferent if not irrelevant to religious matters? I contend that the pres-
ence of these references and others signals the persistence of religion as
a Western conceptual category. As with Marx, Nietzsche, and Heidegger
before him, religion is the great conceptual dragon that Said must slay.
I explore the degree to which religion is as important to Said’s critique
of culture and imperialism as it is to Marx’s critique of capital,
Nietzsche’s critique of decadence, and Heidegger’s critique of meta-
physics.

Said is a man of many parts. I highlight some of those parts and leave
others in the dark. I give much attention to his Marxism and compara-
tively little attention to his role as a literary critic. He does not describe
himself as a Marxist, but Marxist ideas deeply influence his thinking. As
I interpret him, Said reinstates Marx’s claim that “the premise of all crit-
icism is the criticism of religion.”1 Radical criticism, therefore, has a nec-
essary relation to religion, not an accidental one. I know of no other
contemporary social critic who is more insistent on this point. True,
Heidegger makes the criticism of theology and being (ontotheology) the
premise of his critique, Derrida, “presence” (another term for ontothe-
ology), and Deleuze, “transcendence.” But each, in his own fashion,
genuflects before Marx. Where Marx speaks with confidence when he
says that “the criticism of religion has largely been completed,”2 Said is not
so sure. He makes religion an issue precisely to remind critics of what
criticism is not, lest criticism, despite Marx’s confidence, once again
becomes theology. He voluntarily assumes a burden that most radical
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critics do not feel or acknowledge: religion being a burden that they take
Marx or Nietzsche or someone else to have dealt with definitively. I take
Said as qualifying Marx’s claim that the criticism of religion is now com-
plete. For him, there are signs everywhere of a “return of the repressed”
– an irruption, in ostensibly critical circles, of repressed religiosity. Too
many critics are “theologizing” and “demonizing” rather than criticiz-
ing. It is against this cultural and critical drift (where the critique of reli-
gion as the premise of criticism has been forgotten) that Said conceives
his own project as secular criticism.

Except where necessary, I ignore Said’s critics. But a brief considera-
tion of how others have read him might help the reader put my inter-
pretation in context. This is important, given what some will see as
eccentric if not counterintuitive – namely, the accent that I put on the
religious–secular thematic in Said’s work. Before I take up these other
readings, a quick note. The ideal reader of this book has more than a
passing knowledge of Said and at least a passing knowledge of the issues
at stake between religion and secularism. But such knowledge is not nec-
essary. The moderately determined reader can educate herself along the
way. She will likely come to understand why it might occur to me to think
about Said and religion together. For this reader, Preliminary Remarks
and chapter  will be especially important to understanding why Said
feels so passionately about religion and secularism.

My interpretation of Said is an “excessive” act; it exceeds what is explicitly evident
in his corpus. It runs, as William James would say, ahead of the evidence, but only
slightly ahead, in the manner of a hypothesis. Thus I read Said against the grain,
idiosyncratically, by accenting the religious–secular problematic underlying his work,
by pushing, stretching, and, perhaps, overinterpreting in that direction. I find
significance where others might not. I discern, loosely speaking, a “grammar of
motives” underneath his use of religious and secular language. Thus I do not regard
his language as merely a curiosity or a rhetorical flourish. Such an approach cannot
help but have a certain quality of exaggeration: where the “right” to ambiguity and to
“innocent” tropes is now permitted, now prohibited. I think that this approach illu-
minates Said’s work. The ultimate judgment – whether my excesses illuminate or
darken a picture that would otherwise be clear – is for the reader to make. This is how
I read Said.

But how do others read him? Broadly speaking, there are poststruc-
turalist, Marxist, and area studies (Middle Eastern and Asian) readings
of Said. All revolve, to a significant degree, around Orientalism, where
Said’s major claim is this: Western thought is in the grips of a metaphysics which
makes an array of invidious distinctions between a decadent East and enlightened
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West, and underwrites ideological and military domination of the East by the West.
Poststructuralist readings3 of this book are often ambivalently critical:
Said is thought to be one of them, but not quite. These readings are pri-
marily aimed at vindicating poststructuralism in the face of Said’s
“heretical” appropriation of Foucault and Derrida. Either he is not
Foucauldian enough or he is not Derridian enough.4 In either case, he is
too much a humanist. Marxist readings of Said criticize his populist lib-
eralism or his construction of Marx as an Orientalist.5 But, where the
former criticism (which is largely sympathetic) is concerned, there is not
the Stalinist-inflected ranting against Said that one finds in Aijaz Ahmad
and his followers. Ahmad belongs to that school of Marxist thinkers that
despises Marxist heretics more than capitalist infidels. This inability to
tell friends from enemies (friends are always under suspicion as possible
enemies) says much about Ahmad’s judgment. I am at a loss as to what
Ahmad enthusiasts think they see in his account. What is clear to me is
that his account is little more than a footnote, a rather odd footnote, to
Said. Middle Eastern Area Studies (Arab and Islamic) and Asian Area
Studies are a third site from which Said is read. Like poststructuralist and
Marxist readers, they do not take seriously the religious–secular the-
matic in Said’s work.6 They give it passing attention, a fleeting reference
here or there, if it receives attention at all. The predominant response to
Orientalism by scholars in Middle Eastern Area Studies reflects the apolo-
getic interests of professional Orientalists who are anxious to defend
their disciplines from the charge of Orientalism – that is, the notion that
such disciplines encode a rank-ordering and invidious distinction
between Oriental and Occidental peoples. What is most remarkable,
however, is the dearth of engagements by scholars in area studies. Some
affirm the importance of Said’s work, only to dismiss it as
“Occidentalism.” Others question his qualifications. Said, appropri-
ately, ignores this type of criticism, which is little more than an attempt
to police disciplinary boundaries as a substitute for grappling critically
with his arguments. But this attempt to “trump” Said’s argument by
pulling scholarly rank has proven ineffective. The claim by Orientalist
scholars to expertise and the corollary that Said lacks expertise fails
because expertise is a presumption. “The proof of the scholarly pudding
(whether we should take their presumptive expertise seriously or not) is
in the eating.” Seldom does one encounter a substantial and sustained
analysis. What one gets instead is an uncritical celebration of Said’s cri-
tique of Orientalist knowledge and power or, more often, an equally
uncritical trashing.
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I strive to avoid both temptations – and many others. Accordingly, I
use gender-inclusive language where appropriate. But I do not make a
fetish of it, which means that I do not put gender-sensitive language into
the mouths of those who, for whatever reasons, are gender-insensitive. I
hope that I am sensitive. But I hope even more that I am provocative.

The support of many people has left me a debt that I can only pay with
gratitude. Without the tireless work of Jeffrey Stout, whose intellectual
comradeship I deeply appreciate, this book would have never been pub-
lished. I was first introduced to the work of Edward Said in a graduate
seminar taught by Cornel West, who encouraged my idiosyncratic inter-
est in Said’s cryptic references to religion and secularism. My interest
was further stimulated by the mutual interest of Tommy Williams, a
fellow graduate student. Together, we read Said’s work during the
summer of . I cannot imagine how things might have been without
the support and good humor of my best friend, Victor Anderson, or
without the encouragement of my best colleague, Melvin Peters. Each,
in his own inimitable way, has kept me sane. To the editors of the series
Cambridge Studies in Religion and Critical Thought – Jeffrey Stout,
Wayne Proudfoot, and Nicholas Wolterstorff – and to my Cambridge
editor Kevin Taylor, many thanks.

An early version of chapter  was presented to the faculty-graduate
colloquium of Princeton University’s Center for Human Values. The
sharp and pointed criticism of my fellow participants challenged me to
think more critically. I thank the Center for its intellectual and financial
support. Part of Concluding Remarks was previously published as
“Cornel West: Between Rorty’s Rock and Hauerwas’ Hard Place” in
American Journal of Theology and Philosophy : (), –. I thank
Tyron Inbody, editor of AJTP, for permission to use this material in an
altered form and in a very different context. Also, I thank Edward Said
for permission to reproduce an exchange of letters between Michael
Walzer and him.

Finally, and most important, I offer special thanks to Carrol,
Adrienne, and Kwame, my wife, daughter, and son. Without them, I am
greatly diminished.
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Abbreviations

ALS After the Last Sky
B Beginnings: Intention and Method
CAI Culture and Imperialism
CI Covering Islam
ME Musical Elaborations
O Orientalism
PD Peace and Its Discontents
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Preliminary remarks

       

There is no Israel without the conquest of Canaan and the expulsion or infe-
rior status of Canaanites – then as now. (Edward Said, “An exchange: Michael
Walzer and Edward Said”)

The publication of Michael Walzer’s Exodus and Revolution ignited a con-
troversy of extraordinary bitterness between Walzer and Said. At issue
is the question of representation. What is the most appropriate way of
representing the Exodus narrative and its contemporary political impli-
cations? With clarity, subtlety, and simplicity, which are the signature of
his neo-Orwellian style, Walzer presents an argument for the Exodus
narrative as a paradigm for revolutionary politics. This book might have
received little notice (even as I write it has been underanalyzed and
perhaps underappreciated) had it not been for a stinging review of the
book by Said. Walzer’s book, he argues, is a sophisticated legitimation of
contemporary Israeli–Palestinian relations, a historical repetition of the
conquest of the land of Canaan. This review led to an exchange of
letters between the two men (one a Palestinian American, the other a
Jewish American) that is nothing if not vitriolic. The ascending spiral of
the vitriol – the review, rebuttal, and surrebuttal – suggests that some-
thing very important is at stake in this disagreement. What are at stake,
I argue, are not only competing views of how a religious narrative should
be represented, but differing views on the nature of secularism and the
responsibility of the intellectual.

These views beg to be further sifted, as there is more here than one
might imagine. This sifting is made easier by four compound–complex
questions that I pose below; they help to clarify just what the stakes are
in the Said–Walzer dispute:

() Why is religion a good description of ethnic, racial, and national sol-
idarities? Or, to put this question differently, why do discussions of





ethnicity, race, and nationalism slide easily into discussions of relig-
ion? Do these forms of solidarity enable or disable radical critique?
Or is the relation between solidarity and radical critique more com-
plicated?

() Are religious consciousness and critical consciousness incompatible?
Do religious commitments compromise radical critique in nontrivial
ways?

() In “Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right: Intro-
duction,” Marx says that the criticism of religion is nearly complete.
Said has doubts. Let me add to those doubts by asking: will the crit-
icism of religion ever be completed? How would we know?

() What kinds of relationship with religion are appropriate for secular
critics? Must they renounce their religious affiliations, scrupulously
avoid religious language, regard their religious upbringing with
embarrassment or contempt, construe religious affiliations as private
matters that are appropriate in their proper sphere, or can they cul-
tivate a playful, skeptical, appreciative but ironic disposition toward
them? Which is more radical – that is, more likely to produce the
results that we want? Which approach is more likely to undermine
the nasty aspects of religious affiliation while cultivating what is
benign and even useful?

With these questions in mind, let us begin again. Said’s review essay,
“Michael Walzer’s Exodus and Revolution: A Canaanite Reading,” reveals
a man who is deeply invested, politically and existentially, in his analy-
sis. The exchange of open letters shows two men who are equally
invested in their responses to each other. In Exodus and Revolution, Walzer
makes a historical claim about how the Exodus narrative has been
understood and about its observable consequences for radical politics.
People as historically and geographically different as the English
Puritans, American colonists, South African Boer nationalists, members
of the African National Congress, and the religious leadership of the
American civil rights movement, found revolutionary inspiration in the
Exodus story. For them, it was a this-worldly account of liberation from
oppression. As Walzer says in the final paragraph of the book, the
message that these diverse people got from the story was this:

– first, that wherever you live, it is probably Egypt;
– second, that there is a better place, a world more attractive, a prom-

ised land;
– and third, that “the way to the land is through the wilderness.”
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There is no way to get from here to there except by joining together
and marching.1

Walzer construes Egypt as a “house of bondage” and is quite effective
in providing a word-picture of its oppressiveness. Egypt, he writes, “is
oppressive like a hot and humid summer day,” except that it is “infinitely
worse, of course.” The Hebrews were afflicted, burdened, and caused
sorrow; they were tyrannized. Walzer quickly takes back or modifies this
claim, in as much as “Pharaoh is never explicitly called a tyrant in the
Book of Exodus.” But, these legalities aside, Walzer knows that we will
get the point. Besides, he tells us, Pharaoh, in later Jewish literature, is
known as the first of the tyrants. Pharaoh is cruel. So is life in the house
of bondage. Repression, alienating and alienated work, humiliation, and
infanticide are some of many cruelties that the Hebrews experienced.
Walzer focuses in particular on the last of this litany, which he construes
“as the first of a series of attempts on Jewish peoplehood that culminated
in the Nazi death camps.”2 While understandable, I find this sort of
anachronistic reading of the past, from the perspective of the Nazi
holocaust, morally pernicious. It robs history of the innocence to which
it is entitled by confounding the singularity of history as this particular
“slaughter-bench”3 with other slaughter benches that are totally uncon-
nected. According to this bizarre form of historiography, what the
Egyptians did to the ancient Hebrews, the Nazis to twentieth-century
Jewry, and what the Arabs are now “doing” to the state of Israel become
a single story. Even if Pharaoh was bad, he was not, as Walzer’s reading
suggests, a proto-Nazi. To say that he was is to inflate that currency
beyond moral use, beyond its ability to provoke indignation. When this
historical judgment of Pharaoh becomes, in the hands of Walzer, a judg-
ment of contemporary Palestinians, Said’s ire becomes ballistic. His
anger is well justified.

Thus Said is impressed by Walzer’s skills as a writer but not by his skills
as a historian and even less as an honest interpreter of the Israeli–
Palestinian dispute. The upshot of Said’s review is that Walzer’s text is a
thinly veiled apology for the policies of the state of Israel. Walzer recasts
the nature of the contemporary Israeli state by recasting the Exodus
story as “the birth of a new polity, one that admits its members to a com-
munal politics of participation in political and religious spheres.”4

Further, he views Walzer’s reading of the promised-land episode as
symptomatic of the book’s apologetic character. I shall have more to say
about these matters in a moment. First I note that much in Walzer’s
book, and from my perspective some of its most interesting parts, does
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not make it into Said’s review or receives little attention. In this respect,
his review is not so much unsatisfactory (a review can only do so much)
as unsatisfying. But Said is razor sharp when dealing with those parts of
the text that he does discuss.

Behind Walzer’s deceptive partisanship, Said discerns a complex rhe-
torical strategy of découpage (the selection of evidence and “stage
setting”), which Walzer deploys with chatty, disarming style. Through
this rhetorical style, Walzer can ignore relevant counterevidence, which
exposes the nature of his tactical maneuvers – the tactic of inclusion by
deferral and the tactic of avoidance. Thus Walzer, like Foucault whom
he criticizes on this very point, can evade by deferral the long arm of
“scholarly law enforcement – the presentation of evidence, detailed
argument, the consideration of alternative views.” Or instead, he can
avoid considering the reasons why the Israelites came to Egypt in the first
place. What happens to Walzer’s account if Egypt was the promised
land, an archetype of the promised land? By ignoring this question, he
can down play the sense in which Egypt itself was a prototype, an earlier
promised land, where the Israelites multiplied and prospered.5

Lost in the specificity of Walzer’s “stage setting” of the Exodus nar-
rative, which includes Leviticus and Numbers, are many examples of
Yahweh’s blood lust. Nor is Said just picking on Yahweh when he criti-
cizes the bloodthirsty character of monotheistic politics. Yahweh’s blood
lust is the Christian God’s blood lust and Allah’s blood lust too. Said’s
critique goes to the undesirability of monotheistic politics as such, which
he thinks makes the “secular and decent politics” that Walzer wants less
likely. Also lost in Walzer’s account, less through the strategy of découpage
than the tactic of avoidance, is how to separate the conquest of the land
of Canaan, an essential part of the story, from “the attitudes of the mur-
derous Puritans or of the founders of apartheid.” This is certainly a hard
blow, but not a low blow. I think that Said is right in posing this question,
which is not made less right by it sharp tone.

Early in his account, Said refers to a problematic feature of Walzer’s
style, which is “insistent and uncompromising in places, indifferent and
curiously forgiving in others.” I do not think that this style is a problem
per se, but Walzer’s now serious-minded, now light-minded and easygo-
ing style is a problem in the particular case to which Said refers. Walzer’s
style is also a problem when he ignores the “effective history” of the texts
that describe the conquest of the land of Canaan. On this point, Said
takes Walzer to task, suggesting that right-wing Zionists are better and
more honest readers of these texts than Walzer is.6 In determining what
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the Exodus story means, Walzer gives greater weight to the later rab-
binic tradition than to those traditions that were more contemporane-
ous with the event. In contrast, Said gives greater weight to the views of
Indian-killing Puritans who saw themselves as the new Israelites and
Indians as new-world Canaanites. Walzer wants to protect contempo-
rary Judaism from too close an association with the worst part of the
Exodus narrative, the divinely sanctioned genocide of the Canaanite
nations, and from any associations that might be made with contempo-
rary Palestine. Said wants Walzer to take more seriously the ugly but
effective history of this narrative for Indian-killing Puritans, apartheid-
practicing South African Boer nationalists, and for contemporary right-
wing Zionists. For Said, Walzer’s easygoing style, where matters so grave
are concerned, shows just how captive he is to the religious effects of
culture.

Said’s critique continues relentlessly along similar lines and at a
similar pace. One gets the sense that Said is circling his prey, reconnoi-
tering and reconnoitering again before going in for the kill. He regards
as bizarre Walzer’s effort to derive “a realistic, secular paradigm for
‘radical politics’” from the Exodus story. He sneers when Walzer “com-
bines sacred and profane in equal doses.” He can barely contain himself
when Walzer maintains that the Exodus story is progressive, its account
of “deliverance” unique, Western, and revolutionary. He compares
Walzer unfavorably to others who have explored biblical narratives. And
he questions Walzer for failing to consider the philo-Semitic context of
Puritan ideology, not to mention the anti-Exodus strain in some Puritan
writings. If the Exodus story is revolutionary, he asks, then why does it
merit at most a passing reference in the writings of revolutionary think-
ers such as Vico, Marx, Michelet, Gramsci, and Fanon? Why does
Walzer fail to consider the relations, if any, between the Exodus narra-
tive and actual events? Antonio Gramsci’s “The Revolution Against
‘Das Kapital’” might provide a model for this approach. There Gramsci
shows the gap between the idea of Das Kapital and its historical instanti-
ation or transubstantiation in the Bolshevik Revolution. Why is there no
“Revolution Against Exodus?” Perhaps Walzer has not written such a
piece because the logic of the red terror and the golden calf episode of
the Exodus narrative (where Moses purged, in the most gruesome way
imaginable, those who were responsible for this act of idolatry) is the
same. Here Said disagrees with Walzer’s attempt to give a social demo-
cratic7 interpretation of the purges where Lincoln Steffens’, Moses in Red,
had given a Bolshevik reading. Said’s approach, one might say, is to
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“search and destroy,” which is not to say that intellectual search-and-
destroy missions are not appropriate, sometimes.8

The “proof text,” as it were, for Said’s critique of Exodus and Revolution
refers to “the destruction of the Canaanite nations.” According to
Walzer, “the movement from Egypt to Canaan is taken as a metaphor
for a transforming politics.” The focus of the narrative is the internal
“purges of the recalcitrant Israelites” and not the conquest of Canaan.
The conquest is not an important part of the story; it is not, following
biblical precedent, part of the story that Walzer wants to tell. “[F]or the
Canaanites are explicitly excluded from the world of moral concern.
According to the commandments of Deuteronomy they are to be driven
out or killed – all of them, men, women, and children – and their idols
destroyed.”9

Said construes this passage, indeed, Walzer’s entire account, as a
pseudo-secular reading. Walzer’s interpretation, he argues, can only
serve to justify contemporary sectarian claims that are expansionist (read
imperialist) in nature, much as the text itself justifies the many ramified
exclusion of the Canaanites from the world of moral concern.10 In his
exchange of letters with Said (see Appendix B), Walzer rejects this
reading as exemplary of Said’s method of “perverse attribution.” He
goes on to say that Said knows full well that he opposes this kind of moral
exclusion, as should be obvious, even on a “Canaanite reading.”11

Despite Walzer’s objections, Said presses this point in his reply. Indeed,
he anticipates Walzer’s objection in his review article, where he notes the
rhetoric of self-description used by Zionist writers during the period
when the state of Israel was established. He claims that this rhetoric was
generally religious and imperialist in character and not the rhetoric of
national liberation. Zionists did not see themselves, and were not seen
by their European sponsors, as a national liberation movement, but as
an eccentric, though like-minded, version of European colonial under-
takings such as Vietnam.12 He cites Walzer’s  article “Israel Is Not
Vietnam” (co-written with Martin Peretz) as a pioneering attempt to
minimize the conventional interpretation of the establishment of the
Jewish state. He describes Walzer’s method of analysis as sophisticated
obfuscation. He later calls it sophistry, when Walzer takes Camus as
exemplary of intellectual responsibility within the context of colonial-
ism and national liberation.

I am a partisan of Said in this dispute. But here I want to take my dis-
tance. The measure of this distance is the difference between Said’s
understanding of secularism and my own. Here I want to preview some
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conclusions that I develop more extensively in Concluding Remarks.
Said and I disagree about the meaning of secularism and about the sort
of relations that a secular critic can properly have with religion. Said
thinks of secularism as religion-abolished or as religion-strictly-quaran-
tined. I think of secularism as a complex relationship with religion that
entails an equally complex art of separation. I cannot imagine secular-
ism without religion; they are symbiotic. I can imagine a time (with great
difficulty) where it would no longer make sense to talk about secularism
precisely because religion had lost it sense. So while I agree with Said’s
claim that the Exodus is not about revolution, I cannot accept the claim
that the story has not inspired “revolutionary” forms of politics. But Said
rightly questions the moral quality of the Exodus story’s political and
ethical legacy. On this matter, I take Said as denying Walzer’s claim that
social democracy is an aspect of that legacy. Said’s wholesale rejection
of the story, however, need not be accepted. On the retail level, there are
resources for a progressive politics in the Exodus story, but these
resources are accessible only after a thoroughgoing critique of consider-
able subtlety and dialectical skill. This critique, Walzer’s failure aside, is
precisely the job of the critic, even the secular critic. We begin where we
are with the resources at hand, including religious narratives! We make
connections and render judgments. Sometimes the connections we
make are slippery and dangerous. How could they not be potentially
dangerous? Some connections that we draw, like the revolutionary
appropriation of the Exodus, obscure other connections, like divinely
sanctioned genocide. If criticism is inherently slippery and dangerous,
then there can be no safe positions. Nontrivial forms of criticism are nec-
essarily troubled and troubling; they dance, so to speak, on the edge of
the abyss. Radical criticism is a slippery slope. This is reason for caution,
but not for dispensing with the critical task of trying to make ethical and
political sense of the storied-traditions that history has given us. On my
view, we have to make retail sense of these stories because we cannot
abandon them wholesale. On occasion, however, we may be required to
abandon particular stories, when we are convinced that they are more
likely to sanction evil than good. Perhaps the Exodus is that kind of
story? On the other hand, perhaps the legacy of this story and Said’s
exchange with Walzer say something about the limitations of Said’s
notion of secularism – but more about that later.

For now, the following observations will do. The Said–Walzer
exchange is a sad and strange spectacle in which two ostensibly secular
intellectuals find themselves locked in a tendentious contest of wits over
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what is (literally and figuratively) religious ground. As secular intellectu-
als, how could they not be shaped by cultural practices shot through with
religious sentiment? Walzer tries to make a particular kind of sense of
his religious heritage, one that is compatible with his secular, social dem-
ocratic politics. Where Marx (whose family converted from Judaism to
Christianity) takes Judaism as a simile for capitalism, Walzer takes it (or
at least the Exodus narrative) as the birth of revolutionary politics. Said
(who was baptized in Jerusalem, in St. George’s Anglican Cathedral) has
long since rejected his Christian upbringing – Anglican on one side,
Baptist on the other. He makes a different kind of sense of his heritage.
The only good option, as he sees it – for a conscientious secular critic
whose religious heritage is circumscribed by bloody conflict between
Jews, Christians, and Muslims, on the one hand, and, on the other,
between Israelis and Palestinians – is strict rejection.

‒     
 

I regard “Secular Criticism” and “Religious Criticism,” the introduc-
tion and the conclusion to The World, the Text, and the Critic, as a dossier
that contains the spirit and broad outline of Said’s cultural critique.
These documents have a special place, an interpretive preeminence in
my account. I return repeatedly to these documents, which I take as syn-
ecdoches – parts that represent the whole – of Said’s cultural critique. I
also regard these documents as a Rosetta stone that helps to decipher
the hieroglyphic character of Said’s use of terms such as sacred and
profane, religious and secular, Manichaean and theological. These doc-
uments-as-Rosetta-stone allow us to read and to understand what we
may previously have regarded as merely a curiosity of Said’s style, a rhe-
torical flourish. I take them, on the contrary, as keys to what Said desires
and to what he fears. To that extent, they are keys to his cultural cri-
tique.

In “Secular Criticism,” Said tells a complex and arresting story. He
speaks of the humanist scholar Erich Auerbach’s Nazi-enforced exile in
Istanbul, where, without the benefit of a library, he wrote Mimesis, one
of the most influential books in Western literature. According to Said,
Auerbach’s exile, his national and cultural homelessness, and the cosmo-
politan spirit that it produced, made this great book possible. But the
freedom and critical distance that are available in a condition of exile
and homelessness are always threatened by the recuperating and dog-
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matic powers of culture. Culture is fluid-like; it saturates “everything
within its purview.” But it does so by separating the best from the “not
best,” the normal from the abnormal, the insider from the outsider.
Cultural judgments, the distinction between good and bad, enlist the
enforcement power of the state. Culture and the state – as Matthew
Arnold argues approvingly in Culture and Anarchy, which I discuss in
chapter  – cover each other with a sacred veneer, with what Said disap-
provingly calls a “quasi-theological exterior.” Those who are inside are
comfortably at home, and those outside are homeless. Culture is a sacred
canopy that includes and excludes simultaneously:

in the transmission and persistence of a culture there is a continual process of
reinforcement, by which the hegemonic culture will add to itself the preroga-
tives given it by its sense of national identity, its power as an implement, ally, or
branch of the state, its rightness, its exterior forms and assertions of itself: and
most important, by its vindicated power as a victor over everything not itself
(WTC –).

This process inspires resistance, the most important of which (for
Said’s purpose) is offered by the intellectual, not the party man or
woman, but the isolated individual consciousness. Said, as we shall see,
is torn between this solitary, romantic–individualist, Julien Benda-like
intellectual and Antonio Gramsci’s organic intellectual who, as the word
organic suggests, is a component of a larger social organism. The task
of this intellectual is to resist the “quasi-religious authority” of culture;
the “authority of being comfortably at home among one’s people, sup-
ported by known powers and acceptable values, protected against the
outside world” (WTC –).

Having described the task of the critical intellectual, Said then pro-
vides a detailed account of “filiation” and “affiliation,” which he claims
are “at the heart of critical consciousness.” Filiation refers to those
natural or cultural relations (Said is ambiguous on this point) such as bio-
logical procreation and kinship that are authoritative and precritical.
Affiliation refers to those relations that compensate for and criticize the
failure of filial relations. Said takes T. S. Eliot’s conversion from “mere”
Protestantism to Anglicanism (or Anglo-Catholicism) and the changes
that occur in his poetry from Prufrock, Gerontion, and The Waste Land to Ash
Wednesday and The Four Quartets as exemplary of the shift from filiation to
affiliation. Eliot subscribed to the antecedent authority of Anglican
divines such as Lancelot Andrewes, who was “able to harness the old
paternal authority [of Roman Catholicism] to an insurgent Protestant
and national culture, thereby creating a new institution based not on
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direct genealogical descent but on what we may call, barbarously, hori-
zontal affiliation.” This shift bears “strange fruit” in Eliot’s poetry, which
is consummated by the essays in After Strange Gods, with its semi-belliger-
ent “credo of royalism, classicism, and catholicism.” This poetry and
these essays, and his conversion to Anglo-Catholicism, are compensa-
tory affiliations for the failed filial pieties of Eliot’s earlier republicanism,
romanticism, and Protestantism (WTC –). The anguish, alienation,
orphanhood, homelessness, and critical distance of the earlier poetry
gives way before the restored authority of the later poetry. Affiliation as
a critical form loses its fluidity and reimprisons what it had once liber-
ated. This return of repressed filial authority is what Said elsewhere calls
the return of repressed religiosity.

It helps if we think of Said’s use of religion and associated terms with
Emile Durkheim in mind. If for Durkheim religion is the idealism (or
moral force) of social life, then for Said it is an immoral and demoniac
force. Accordingly, the critic must avoid two formidable temptations,
irradiated by religion, that threaten to misdirect their critical attention.
“One is the culture to which critics are bound filiatively (by birth, nation-
ality, profession); the other is a method or system acquired affiliatively
(by social and political conviction, economic and historical circum-
stances, voluntary effort and willed deliberation)” (WTC –, ). The
failure to resist these temptations is what Said calls religious criticism.
Religious discourse is “an agent of closure, which blocks the road of
inquiry. Religion and culture are similar in that both provide “systems of
authority” and “canons of order” that coerce and seduce a large follow-
ing. They are charismatic; they produce moments of collective
effervescence, divine madness. These “organized collective passions” are
sometimes beneficial. They gather and bind people together, and
provide them with a sense identity and group solidarity. But these pas-
sions often cause deadly harm. They produce large ideas with deadly
consequences such as the Manichaean distinctions between East and
West, Islam and modernity, the sons of Enlightened reason and the sons
of Oriental despotism. The critique of religious discourse, therefore, is
not merely a critique of irrationality, against which “a purely secular
view of reality” is no guarantee. The object of Said’s critique, and what
he holds to be distinctive of religious discourse, is the appeal to “the
extrahuman, the vague abstraction, the divine, the esoteric and secret.”

In contrast, a secular attitude enables one to resist the religious temp-
tation. It encourages a healthy skepticism toward the “official idols” of
culture (filiation) and system (affiliation) such as the New Criticism and
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the new New Criticism – that is, discourse analysis, schizoid analysis,
deconstruction, and neopragmatism. But Said fears that the work of the
secular critic has only gotten harder. A once repressed religiosity has
returned in secular guise. Criticism is no longer the criticism of religion
but religious criticism. This is an oxymoron from Said’s perspective. For
how can religion be critical? Is not religion, by definition pre- or anticrit-
ical? On Said’s view, the resurgent interest in Walter Benjamin
exemplifies the return of religion, since it is Benjamin’s mysticism and
messianism that are in vogue not his Marxism. Said’s conclusion is this:
“Once an intellectual, the modern critic has become a cleric in the worst
sense of the word. How their discourse can once again collectively
become a truly secular enterprise is, it seems to me, the most serious
question critics can be asking one another” (WTC –).

        

When I use the words religion, religiosity, religious, and sacred or secu-
larism, secularity, secularization, and secular, I have ordinary dictionary
meanings in mind. Besides more familiar meanings, religion refers to
“any object of conscientious regard and pursuit,” to any form of piety.
Sacred, among other things, refers to “respect or reverence accorded
holy things” and to things “set apart for, and dedicated to, some person,
place, purpose, sentiment,” and so on. Secularism, and its various lin-
guistic forms, refers to the separation of church and state, “to release by
church authority from religious vows and from connection with a mon-
astery or similar religious institute.” Secularism also refers “to change
from religious to civil ownership or use,” to the act of depriving some-
thing of its “religious character, influence, or significance.”13

Manichaean refers to a world-view that is radically dualistic, where
moral and cosmological distinctions are made between the “sons of light
and the sons of darkness.” Theological refers to “God-talk,” to anything
related to God or godly things. I think that Said has many if not all of
these things in mind when he uses these words. He does not define them
with the care that I do. But I shall not hold that against him, which
means that I shall hold him responsible for the various meanings of these
words.

Said is not a religious thinker. But this does not mean that he is
indifferent. On the contrary, religion is something that he can neither
tolerate easily nor leave alone. Religion is an issue for him, unlike those
who are indifferent, whom we mistakenly call secular. Secularism, in this
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respect, is a particular kind of relationship with religion. It is a skeptical,
wary, or hostile interest. Secular thinkers are preoccupied with bound-
ary-drawing and boundary-maintenance, with where secularism ends
and religion begins. Secularism is the desire to separate and keep apart
things that do not go together well such as church and state and the
public and the private. It is also the desire to confound what religion
holds apart. Thus secularists revel in contaminating what religionists
hold as pure; they ridicule the fetish for purity, but often in the name of
a different kind of purity.

Said is a secular thinker, which means that religious matters, broadly
conceived, are important to his vision of things. Religious matters are
important to his conception of cultural critique and to his image of the
secular critic. Secular Criticism, as he conceives it, is the other of religious
criticism. Without the counterpoint of religious criticism, it has no point.
Accordingly, Gentile (or secular) history is the other of sacred history,
and critical consciousness (or secular consciousness) is the other of theo-
logical and Manichaean consciousness. Said describes those things that
he does not like as sacred, religious, or theological, and what he does like
as secular. Secularism is a term of approbation and religion is a term of
disapprobation. Thus dogmatism, obscurantism, and jargon-ridden lan-
guage are religious, as are ideas and social relations such as nationalism,
Orientalism, and imperialism. To be sure, Said is no fan of René
Girard,14 but Said’s notion of culture has affinities to Girard’s notion of
sacred violence. Culture, according to Said, has violence-producing
effects. Where Girard discerns a primordial, sacrificial logic at work,
Said sees organized collective passions. Where Girard accents cosmol-
ogy, Said accents history. Where Girard recovers Freud’s notion where
murderous violence equals guilt equals the sacred, Said turns to Marx’s
analysis of fetishism and capital accumulation and to Foucault’s notion
of discourse and exclusion. He turns, that is, to the profit motive and to
the discursive15 construction and maintenance of identity to explain the
violence-producing effects of culture.

Religion, therefore, refers to many things: from distinct traditions such
as Buddhism, Christianity, and Santería to “sacred violence” (war,
sacrifice, and the scapegoat syndrome) to disparate rituals and ideas that
gather and bind people as a community. While distinctions can be made
between religion proper and “improper,” literal and figurative, these
very distinctions themselves are figurative. So a clearly metaphorical use
of the term such as “he acquires material goods religiously” is just as
proper as any other. Christianity is not more religious than ethnic, racial,
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and national pieties; religio (piety) toward God is not more religious than
religio toward ethnos, race, or nation. Said recognizes the differences
between these various senses of religion, but the differences are often less
important than the similarities.

As a specific kind of relation to religion, secularism is not indifference.
On the contrary, the secular thinker is the captive of several moods –
anger, fear, gratitude, esthetic appreciation – perhaps serially, perhaps
simultaneously. Whatever the mood, or combination thereof, the one
thing that the secular thinker cannot be is indifferent. This is what fas-
cinates – in Nietzsche, or in militant atheists, or in Said – and what seems
so strange. The Said–Walzer spectacle seems strange because of our
mistaken habit of regarding religious and secular spaces as different
places. What if they are the same place under different descriptions?
Would not this explain why this ground is so fiercely contested? Is not
Said and Walzer’s dispute precisely a question of the relations of relig-
ious and secular descriptions of this common ground? Said views relig-
ion as a plague that, like any other, is best dealt with through quarantine.
It should be relegated to private places. There it is less likely to cause
harm by contaminating public places or what Said calls the secular
world. This is a standard, liberal–Enlightenment view; it sounds
Jeffersonian with a strong dose of French anticlericalism. In his domi-
nant mood, Said construes secularism as public suspicion, exclusion,
and trivialization of religious matters. Walzer has a similar mood, but
his dominant mood is one of accomodation and co-optation. He con-
strues secularism as secularization: as the transformation of religious
culture, the distillation of a secular kernel from a religious husk. This
accounts for his secular reading of the Exodus story, and for his anxiety-
ridden attempt to make secular sense of his ethnicity and religious
upbringing.

If I understand Said’s argument correctly, Walzer’s secularism is
shaped and circumscribed by his religious and ethnic heritage, which
uncritically, if not surreptitiously, skew his reading of the Exodus.16 I
think that Said is right, but not because I assume that things could be
otherwise such that Walzer could totally escape the formative influences
of his ethnicity and religious upbringing. To be sure, the critical horizon
must extend beyond the constraints of ethnic and familial bonds, but the
critic can never stand completely outside those constraints or shed those
constraints like snakes shed skin. On the other hand, Said is surely right
when he questions the ethical character of “connected criticism.” While
criticism is impossible without solidarity with some community, justice
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may demand that present solidarities be broken so that they can be
remade. Sometimes those loyalties must be abandoned altogether
(which is never done lightly and without considerable anguish) so that
new solidarities can be forged. The ethical and political ambiguity of the
Exodus story demands that we not only question our “connections” but
be willing to break them.

 

On Said’s view, Walzer’s efforts are emblematic of what is wrong with
contemporary cultural criticism. In Walzer, he finds an eloquent testi-
mony to the religious effects of culture: the allure of Orientalism,
nationalism, and imperialism. Walzer exemplifies the religious seduction
of the secular critic. Though no practitioner of “high theory,” his work
epitomizes, in a less abstract form, the return of repressed religiosity in
contemporary critical theory. It is these interlocking themes – the relig-
ious effects of culture (ideas and affiliations for which people live, die,
and kill), the religious seduction of the secular critic, and the return of
repressed religiosity – that Said vigilantly criticizes.

These themes, which I separate for analytic purposes, are parts of
one interlocking ensemble. The religious seduction of the secular critic, refers
to Said’s preoccupation with the truth-telling vocation of the intellec-
tual. He is concerned, as Julien Benda might put it, by the treason of
intellectuals, their failure to resist temptation. They succumb to temp-
tation when they put solidarity before truth-telling, when they bow
before the patriotic gods of the nation and the ethnocentric gods of
culture. This way of constructing cultural critique, as commentary on
a conflict now latent now manifest between religion and secularism, is
a quintessentially modern idea. Said wrestles with the specter of relig-
ion, the ghost of modernity, whose relation to “real emancipation,” in
typical Marxist fashion, is the very premise of his cultural critique. The
motif of religious and secular conflict is integral to his effort to grapple
with the claims that culture, through the various solidarities and
loyalties that it produces, makes on even the most conscientious of
critics. He construes culture as a site of moral and esthetic refinement,
a site of political and ideological contestation. Culture is a battlefield
on which the responsible intellectual struggles; he struggles,
among other things, against the religious–cultural effects of national-
ism, Orientalism, and imperialism. In chapter , I discuss Matthew
Arnold’s influential idea of culture, which is the best example of which
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I am aware of how culture becomes an object of religious devotion. By
exploring Arnoldian culture and its affinities or lack of affinities to
Saidian culture, I lay the groundwork for what Said calls religious–cul-
tural effects.

The religious effects of culture refer to those social phenomena that block
the road of inquiry, enforce conformity, and subjugate whole popula-
tions through the violent passions that they produce. This book, as the title
and my use of italics indicates, is as much about the religious effects of culture as about
Said’s particular construction of the idea. Each chapter is as much about other people
– Michael Walzer, Matthew Arnold, Theodor Adorno, Antonio Gramsci, Karl
Marx, Friedrich Nietzsche, Michel Foucault, and Noam Chomsky – as about Said.
This book shows how Said illuminates their views and how their views illuminate
his. These figures help to illustrate his notion of intellectual responsibility and his
account of nationalism, Orientalism, and imperialism as religious–cultural effects.
Thus Said is as much an occasion for thinking as an object of thought. That Said
has written extensively on these topics is no coincidence. Nor is it a coin-
cidence that he takes religion as the best description of the kinds of iden-
tity that they create and the kinds of loyalty that they inspire. These
passions are religious precisely because they are life and death passions;
they are ideas and forms of solidarity for which people live, die, and kill.
I treat nationalism, Orientalism, and imperialism in chapters , , and
. These chapters will be of special interest to those who know Said as
the author of Orientalism and of Culture and Imperialism. They intensify the
discussion of culture in chapter , and foreshadow the discussion of
responsibility and the secular critic in chapters  and .

The return of repressed religiosity refers to the abdication of responsibility
by intellectuals within the domain of high theory. It refers to a special
case of religious seduction, where ostensibly the most radical forms of
cultural critique exemplify the secular return of religious ideas such as
Original Sin and messianism. Such developments force Said to recon-
sider Marx’s claim that with Feuerbach the criticism of religion is com-
plete. In chapter , I trace the genealogy of Said’s notion of intellectual
responsibility and speculate on its relation to a particular trajectory of
religious and antireligious thought. Chapter  extends and completes
the story that I begin in Preliminary Remarks and further develop in
chapter , by connecting “Exodus and the Question of Palestine” to
“Marx and the Jewish Question.” Chapter  puts a finer point on the
arguments that I make throughout this study about religious–cultural
effects and the religious seduction of the secular critic. Before doing that,
I thoroughly explore Said’s claim that even high theorists such as Michel
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Foucault and Jacques Derrida, and their American postmodernist fol-
lowers, are not immune to the return of repressed religiosity. If this book
begins with Said’s account of how not to read a religious text, then it ends
with his account of how religion has become the text of contemporary criti-
cal theory.
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Culture as the transfiguration of religious thought

 ’    

Said’s work, as exemplified by Culture and Imperialism, is affiliated with an
English-language tradition of cultural thought that extends backward
through Raymond Williams’ Culture and Society to Matthew Arnold’s
Culture and Anarchy. Matthew Arnold was a man caught between two
worlds: the world of traditional Christian belief and the world of
modern scientific reason, one dead, the other powerless to be born. In a
world where national identity (increasingly racialized) had displaced
religion as the center of value and the highest object of loyalty, Arnold
was a proponent of cultural criticism as the Aufhebung (negation, preser-
vation, and transformation) of religious thought. Through the media-
tions of T. S. Eliot and the New Critics, in whose work religious themes
are prominent, Said appropriates and transfigures aspects of the
Arnoldian cultural idea while rejecting others. He joins Arnold in praise
of high culture as “the best that has been thought and said,” but cannot
celebrate culture insofar as it is transfigured religion. Instead, he joins
Marx in opposing a wide array of cultural fetishes. If Arnold construes
culture as the transfiguration (Aufhebung) of religious thought, then Said
construes the critique of culture – that is, the critique of transfigured
religion – as the premise of all criticism.

Arnold’s cultural critique simultaneously negates theological dogma,
both popular and philosophical, preserves Christianity’s core (its moral
truth and existential efficacy), and transforms Christianity from an
offense to modernity’s scientific spirit to a deferential but skeptical
accomplice. The task of religious thought would no longer be that of
telling us how the world is, in a cosmological or metaphysical sense, but
of how we should live. Culture plays the same role in Arnold’s thought
that Reason does in Hegel’s. Where speculative reason overcomes the
divisions of modern society caused by a one-sided rationality, culture





overcomes the divisions caused by industrialism. Arnold wants to restore
a unified sensibility, one that is mediated, however, by scientific reason.
He longs for a postconventional ethical life (Sittlichkeit) that provides some
level of meaning and consolation in a world shorn of its sacred canopy.
This longing bore fruit in Arnold’s reconception of religion. On this
view, religious appeals to miracles and supernatural verification had lost
all legitimacy with the triumph of the scientific world-view. The watch-
word of science was verification. Arnold argued that religious faith could
only be verified1 experientially by the evidence of the moral law’s
efficacy in human history. That religion was a “power making for right-
eousness” was a proposition that Arnold believed was verifiable. Like
Spinoza, he believed that religious criticism should be rational, imagina-
tive, and, most important, edifying. In the tradition of Kant, Arnold
struggled to reconcile religion and science. This effort was “a daring
attempt to steer between the Scylla of logic and Charybdis of seman-
tics.” In other words, he sought to satisfy the evidentiary demands of
science without reducing religion to a set of meaningless propositions.
He sought to specify the proper spheres of religion and science and thus
prevent the illicit encroachment of one on the other.2 Under the regime
of modernity, religion could no longer be dogmatic and doctrinaire. It
could only survive as a moral sensibility linked to action, that is, as a form
of pragmatic moralism.

If Arnold reduces religion to morality, then it is equally true that he
amplifies and raises religion to new emotional heights. Religion is
“morality touched by emotion,” the notion that “Righteousness tendeth
to life.” Arnold calls this moral notion the natural truth of religion; it is
accessible through “natural” reason and is subject, especially in its
Christian form, to scientific verification. The natural truth of religion,
however, is obscured by extra belief (Aberglaube), by beliefs that go beyond
strict verification such as popular supernaturalism and theological meta-
physics. The object of Literature and Dogma, one of Arnold’s more self-
consciously religious works, is to reassure those who are attached to
Christianity and the Bible, but who accept the fact that ideas such as the
supernatural and miracles are losing credibility. Reassurance does not
mean disguising this fact or engaging in apologetics. On the contrary,
miracles and the supernatural have justly and necessarily been discred-
ited and this should be frankly admitted. The loss of the miraculous
dimension of human life (understood in Humean terms) is part of the
“same natural and salutary process” that destroyed the credibility of
witchcraft. Arnold’s notion of reassurance concedes all of this, while
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affirming the natural truth of Christianity, the notion that righteous
conduct promotes life.3

Arnold attempts to provide this reassurance by drawing a distinction
between a literary and a dogmatic use of language. The former recog-
nizes the metaphorical and poetic character of language, as well as its
use-determined meaning. The latter mistakes religious claims for
“moves within a scientific language-game.”4 Dogmatists, whether scien-
tists or theologians, the latter of which inappropriately pursue a kind of
scientific exactitude, confuse poetic expression with scientific intent.
Arnold’s critique of the scientific pretensions of religious discourse is
similar to Rudolf Bultmann’s program of demythologizing. To demy-
thologize “is to reinterpret the biblical mythology so that the essential
message of the Bible can be understood for what it is.” Liberating the
Bible’s essential message from an “outmoded world-view” means artic-
ulating the moral and existential intentions of the biblical myth in non-
mythological terms.5 Extra belief (Auberglaube) represents a mythical,
prescientific cosmology whose moral and existential meaning is access-
ible for moderns only when divested of scientific pretense. To divest is
not to discard. Though the product of an outmoded cosmology, the
mythopoetic quality of extra belief need not be discarded any more than
common and equally outmoded expressions such as “the sun rises in the
East and sets in the West.” Recognizing the nature of the “language-
game,” we do not confuse this common-sense claim with physics, with a
theory of mechanics. We neither take such a statement to mean that the
earth does not rotate on its axis nor that, Copernicus notwithstanding,
the sun revolves around the earth. Myth is the poetry of truth. Arnold,
accordingly, did not oppose the use of cosmological, metaphysical, or
anthropomorphic language in communal worship or personal devotion.
What he did oppose was their public role, the claim of speculative valid-
ity and scientific verifiability made on their behalf. As the transfiguration
of religious thought, culture banishes the extramoral truth claims of
religion to a purely private realm. On this liberal Protestant view, the
public square is the realm of culture, and scientific verification is the gate
keeper.6

While Said is silent on this aspect of Arnold’s work (his cosmological
views), I cannot imagine him disagreeing with much of it. Like Arnold,
he thinks that religion is fine when relegated to its proper place, as a
properly private affair. Said and Arnold’s disagreement turns on the
proper relationship between religion and cultural critique. Cultural crit-
icism, as Arnold understands it, is a response to the decline of religion
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as a public authority. It is an attempt to reconstruct a viable canopy on
sacred ruins. In culture, the cosmological claims of religion are negated,
the moral claims preserved and transformed, but the existential claims
exhibit a bit of ambiguity. Will culture perform the existential work in
Arnold’s new world that religion has historically performed? Or must
this work be reserved to religion alone? Arnold is not clear on this point.
The preponderance of the evidence within his own texts, such as it is,
suggests that only religion can adequately do this work. He does suggest
at one point, in some indefinite future, that the arts and sciences might
displace religion as an adequate motivation for moral conduct.7 But, on
the question of whether science can provide the existential assurance
and consolation that religion does, he is often silent. This I think reflects
his uncertainty about just how much cultural work science could do, and
whether the anxieties and uncertainties associated with a disenchanted
world were irremediable.

Arnoldian culture is the disenchantment and reconstitution of the
Christian gospel. Culture is neither vulgar curiosity nor “an engine of
social and class distinction, separating its holder, like a badge or title
from other people who have not got it.” On the contrary, culture is a
quest for total perfection through knowledge of those things that
concern us most: “the best which has been thought and said in the
world.” This knowledge is “a stream of fresh and free thought” that
flows across our common ideas and habits.8 As Raymond Williams
observes, this concept of culture belongs to a tradition that is distinctly
English, which extends from Burke through Coleridge and Carlyle to
Arnold.9 In part a moral concept, culture is a humanitarian impulse, a
desire to diminish and overcome human error, confusion, and misery,
“the noble aspiration to leave the world better and happier than we
found it.”10 Said shares this aspiration. He is part of the tradition of cul-
tural thought that Williams describes. For those associated with this tra-
dition, cultural critique is not a scholastic affair, where several degrees of
abstraction separate theory from the transformation of ordinary prac-
tices. On the contrary, cultural criticism should make the world a better
place.

Among the attributes of the tradition of perfection through culture is
its distinctive missionary character. Arnold describes culture as the har-
monious development of our many-sided humanity and the general
development of every part of society. It is a “disinterested endeavour
after man’s perfection,” which Arnold describes as “making reason and
the will of God prevail.” Culture is the desire to make manifest the
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Socrates in every man’s breast. Arnold regards this broad, inclusive, and
dynamic view of culture as a craft, as a form of soul-making or soulcraft.
The purpose of culture is not the production of esthetic objects, but the
cultivation of human spirits as works of art. Culture is neither a market-
place nor a museum, neither commodity nor possession, “not a having
and a resting but, a growing and becoming.” It is a bulwark against the
market morality of industrial society, the inexorable leveling down of
virtue and intellect. Horrified by the economic liberalism of his day,
Arnold looked on in disgust as royal subjects were transformed into
mindless consumers, pursuing an endless array of goods. Arnold
regarded this kind of behavior as mechanistic: “machinery” being a
trope for the modern idols of science, technology, and the market.
Religious institutions, especially those that he called “hole-and-corner”
churches, and the scientific pretense of theological dogma (as opposed
to the natural truth of religion) are also part of the machinery of
modern industrial society. According to Arnold, they help make modern
society ugly and stupid.11 Like Coleridge before him, Arnold believed
that an acquisitive, rigidly stratified, and technological society could lose
its soul within its own machinery, if it did not promote social forms of
beauty and value.

But note well, his critique of industrial society has none of Marx’s rev-
olutionary desire. Where Marx discerned the “laws” of historical mate-
rialism, Arnold saw a dialectic of Hebraism and Hellenism.12 From this
perspective, the ugliness and stupidity of industrial society is the result
of an imbalance of morality and intellect in social life. The leading idea
of Hebraism is conduct and obedience. Hellenism, in contrast, is the
desire “to see things as they really are.” Arnold refers to these governing
ideas, respectively, as “strictness of conscience” and “spontaneity of
consciousness.” Hebraism is a single-minded pursuit of perfection
through morality that is characterized by the willingness to “sacrifice all
other sides of our being to the religious side.” It is the enemy of the
Arnoldian concept of totality – that is, “the harmonious perfection of
our whole being,” and the development of our many-sided humanity.
Hellenism, in contrast, falls short of totality because of its moral laxity
and susceptibility to moral anarchy. Hebraism and Hellenism are broad
social tendencies that represent our moral and intellectual impulses
respectively. “At the bottom of both the Greek and Hebrew notion is the
desire, native in man, for reason and the will of God, the feeling after
the universal order, – in a word, the love of God.” Although the means
are different, the goals of both are the same, which is to promote human
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perfection.13 While no age is totally lacking in evidence of Hebraic and
Hellenistic tendencies, each age tends to be dominated by one or the
other. Arnold discerns this tale of two cities, this dialectic of Athens and
Jerusalem, in the relations of ancient Israel and classical Greece, med-
ieval Christianity and Renaissance humanism, the Protestant Reforma-
tion and the Enlightenment.

He regards Hellenism as progressive, as having the spirit of moder-
nity on its side. This spirit demands Hebraism’s acquiescence, for want
of such, modernity has about it “a certain confusion and false move-
ment.” In Arnold’s scheme of things, Hebraism is little more than a form
of resistance, a sometimes atavistic drag on the historical utopianism
and anarchy of unfettered liberty.14 Arnold notes a sense of uneasiness,
what we might call the Pauline spirit of gravity, that pervades Hebraism.
This inability to be at ease in Zion is produced by an awareness of the
power of sin and evil, which insinuate themselves into the highest aspi-
rations, best intentions, and purest will. In contrast, Hellenism has a
Socratic spirit that is oblivious to sin as an obstacle to human perfection.
Its hallmark is a naïve, free play of intellect. While Hellenism appears to
embody all the essentials of the totality or sense of plenitude that Arnold
longs for (spontaneity of consciousness, a free play of the mind, and
respect for the harmonious development of our many-sidedness) it lacks
Hebraism’s self-restraint and strictness of consciousness. It is inadequate
to the task of repressing multileveled anarchy and so is destined to play
the role of cultural superego for an indefinite time. In culture, the uto-
pianism of Hellenism and the all-encompassing moral claims of
Hebraism, both of which are conducive to anarchy, are negated, pre-
served, and transformed, even as their separation in thought and action
is overcome.

If Said is troubled by the ideas of Hebraism and Hellenism, it has
much to do with the nineteenth-century tradition of racial thinking of
which those ideas are part. The idea of Semitism – Semitic people, lan-
guages, and cultures, to which Ernest Renan made pioneering contribu-
tions – is often compared invidiously to Greek- and Roman-derived
culture. This distinction between Indo-European language users and
cultures and Semitic language users and cultures is deeply implicated in
nineteenth-century racial thinking, the distinction between Aryan and
Semite being only one on a long list. This “racial” distinction is integrally
connected to invidious distinctions between religious traditions, between
Christians and Jews and between Christians and Muslims. Arnold
greatly admired Renan and it is hard to imagine him not being
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influenced by Renan in these matters. Arnold’s distinction between
Hebraism and Hellenism is an instance of what Said calls Orientalism
– the invidious distinction between East and West, which I address in
chapter . But the important thing to ponder now are the fluid relations
between Orientialism, racial thinking, and invidious religious distinc-
tions

Arnold’s response to intellectual and moral decline, economic
stratification, and the ever present threat of social anarchy, is not the
liberal ideal of equalizing acquisitive opportunities while leaving the rest
to the market. He seeks instead to educate desire through culture, replac-
ing the pursuit of commodities with the cultivation of character.
“Through culture,” he argues, “seems to lie our way, not only to perfec-
tion, but even to safety.” Culture is an ark of safety that is inseparable
from the state.
Thus the very framework and exterior order of the State, whoever may admin-
ister the State, is sacred; and culture is the most resolute enemy of anarchy,
because of the great hopes and designs for the State which culture teaches us to
nourish. But as, believing in right reason, and having faith in the progress of
humanity toward perfection, and ever labouring for this end, we grow to have
clearer sight of the ideas of right reason, and of the elements and helps of per-
fection, and gradually come to fill the framework of the State with them, to
fashion its internal composition and all of its laws and institutions conformably
to them, and to make the State more and more the expression, as we say, of our
best self, which is not manifold, and vulgar, and unstable, and contentious, and
ever-varying, but one, and noble, and secure, and peaceful, and the same for all
mankind, – with what aversion shall we not then regard anarchy, with what
firmness shall we not check it, when there is so much that is so precious which
it will endanger! (Ibid., )

This passage is from Arnold’s signature work Culture and Anarchy, and
says much about his anxious desire for a stable social order. Culture and
Anarchy was written against a background of growing social unrest,
including a crisis in England’s financial markets, two consecutive years
of disastrous agricultural harvests, and an outbreak of the rind pest virus
that led to soaring beef and milk prices. Added to this was a severe out-
break of cholera in the slums of the East End of London, which exac-
erbated what were already depressing conditions. The economic
conditions in England were desperate and much of this desperation
spilled into the streets in the form of demonstrations and rallies of
various kinds, the most important of which was the famous Hyde Park
demonstration of . This protest by working-class people and their
advocates signified, both literally and figuratively, the transgression of
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aristocratic and bourgeois social space.15 This so-called riot seems rather
harmless in retrospect, the price that a democratic society must pay. But
to Arnold, it revealed the deep-seated anarchy of the working class and
the unwillingness of public officials to act swiftly and brutally to repress
disorder.

The Hyde Park demonstration contributed to Arnold’s theoretical
marriage of the moral authority of culture and the police power of the
state. In Culture and Anarchy, he developed a notion of culture as the
antithesis of anarchy, a collective superego, to speak anachronistically,
holding a collective id – with its multileveled anarchy of religion (spirit),
body (sexuality), and the body-politic (social class) – at bay. Culture is a
bulwark against the apotheosis of science, technology, and market forces
in modern industrial society. Arnold’s cultural thought is a critique of
the destabilizing inequalities created by industrialism, which produced a
materialistic upper class, vulgar middle class, and brutalized impover-
ished class.16 Like Plato, he favored a form of education that discouraged
protest and reconciled people, especially the poorer classes, to their sta-
tions in a rank-ordered society. Where education failed, and people were
moved to protest openly in the streets, as they were at Hyde Park, Arnold
had recourse to his father’s brutal wisdom:

I remember my father in one of his unpublished letters written more than forty
years ago, when the political and social state of the country was gloomy and
troubled, and there were riots in many places, goes on, after strongly insisting
on the badness and foolishness of the government, and on the harm and dan-
gerousness of our feudal and aristocratic constitution of society, and ends thus:
“As for rioting, the old Roman way of dealing with that is always the right one;
flog the rank and file, and fling the ring-leaders from the Tarpeian Rock!”17

Arnold inherited this notion of the draconian state from his father,
Thomas Arnold. From Edmund Burke he inherited a religious reverence
for society and the state. On this Burkean view, the perfection of our own
natures is impossible without civic piety, without the joint dominion of
God and the state. It is hard to distinguish the two, as the state is “the
source and original archetype of all perfection.”18 Arnold inherited this
Burkean mind-set where the state is the necessary agent of human per-
fection.19 On this view, culture is inextricably bound up with multiple
forms of repression (or character formation) at the apex of which is the
state. If culture is a collective superego, then the state is the embodiment
of the national ego. It is our “best self ” in “its collective and corporate
character.” Unlike the self-interested ordinary self, it is the incarnation
of right reason. The best self has no class loyalties or other parochial
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interests that encumber the ordinary self.20 Arnold’s distinction between
“the ordinary, empirical self or ego and the true or real spiritual self,”
has a religious provenance.21 It is indebted to the New Testament dis-
tinction between the carnal and the spiritual man. True religion requires
the sacrifice or subordination of carnal desires to spiritual ones. As the
collective and, therefore, highest manifestation of our best self, the inter-
ests of the state come before those of the ordinary, individual self. The
state is a sacred trust, a religious and political entity.

Said is deeply suspicious of this view. He describes Culture and Anarchy
as “a very rigorous apology for a deeply authoritarian and uncompro-
mising notion of the State.” It would be wrong, he argues, to view the
Arnoldian state as a precursor of “Orwell’s Big Brother state” or as a
precursor of actual dystopian states such as Stalin’s Russia or Hitler’s
Germany. There is no cynicism in his notion of the state as a sacred insti-
tution, as our best self, “the repository of our best hopes.” But, and this
is important, Arnoldian culture is invidiously comparative, competitive,
and unabashedly nationalistic: “the people, the nation, the culture and
the State he speaks about are his own and are meant to be distinct from
those of France, India, or America. Arnold’s thought and his rhetoric
are stamped with the emergence in nineteenth-century Europe of
national sentiment.” On his view, some nations or races are more civil-
ized and less provincial than others. While a sharp and unrelenting critic
of the English, England stands atop the nations of Europe, which stand
astride and look down at the rest of the cultures and nations of the
world.22

The state is the highest expression of Arnoldian ethical life, just as for
Hegel it is the highest manifestation of “objective spirit.” But Arnold
lacks Hegel’s subtlety, and is more susceptible to the crude statist argu-
ments that are often made against Hegel. That Arnold has few qualms
about the best self and the brutal use of force that it authorizes against
the “not best” is clear. And so, he concludes: the best self through the
instrumentality of the executive power will act firmly, clearly, and reso-
lutely to crush public disorder. The Arnoldian state can act with brutal
decisiveness, because its conscience is free.23 Arnold has a Hegelian
equanimity before the “slaughter bench” of culture and state. But, as
Trilling observes, Arnold lacks Hegel’s realism and forthrightness. He
wants both “force” and “right” – or, in the pernicious language of
Joubert,24 “force till right is ready.” So he retreats “before the brutal
question of power.”25 Trilling is probably right. But perhaps this ques-
tion never arises for Arnold, given his idealistic view of the state. One
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commentator sums up Arnold’s view of the state as follows: “power
tends to make people better, and absolute power to make them
perfect.”26 Arnold’s view is not quite that sanguine, but he’s clearly
smitten. As he notes: “The State is of the religion of all its citizens
without the fanaticism of any of them.”27 As culture sublates religion as
the object of veneration in the public square, organized religion recedes
and is confined to the private realm. If culture is the transfiguration of
religious thought, then the state, under cover of sacred authority, is the
policing function of religion augmented and transformed by culture.

  

Said is both fascinated and repelled by Arnold’s notion of culture. If
Arnold sees a stark choice between culture and anarchy (with culture as
that ensemble of authoritative habits and customs, hierarchies, and con-
straints that hold the chaotic forces at bay), then Said is more ambivalent.
If Arnoldian culture is Janus-faced, the “best that has been said and
thought in the world” on one side, and on the other side the “Tarpeian
Rock,” then Said is attracted by the first and repelled by the second. He
offers qualified approval of Arnoldian high culture, but rejects Arnoldian
state-worship. Against Arnold’s idea of culture, he advocates a skeptical,
if ambivalent attitude. In contrast to Arnold, and in the interest of
human freedom and noncoercive knowledge, he advocates a quasi-anar-
chic attitude toward cultural authority. Said separates Arnold’s idea of
culture, understood as “the best which has been thought and said in the
world,” from its explicit affiliation with the repressive police powers and
the ideology-spinning institutions (churches, schools, corporate media,
and so on) of the state. Secular Criticism is a transvaluation of Arnold’s
culture–anarchy distinction. Anarchy (often personified by Jonathan
Swift, with his satirical wit) becomes Said’s preferred metaphor for the
disruption and transgression of sacred orders of meaning. Culture
becomes a trope for atavistic religioud ideas and commitments such as
nationalism, Orientalism, and imperialism. Secular Criticism breaks with
the gods of nationalism and state-worship, by severing the link between
critical consciousness and the politics of identity.

Said’s appropriation of Arnold’s idea of culture is qualified by his
unwillingness to wholly embrace the Arnoldian view (even when that view
is separated from the enforcement power of the state) because of its resid-
ual religiosity. This residue, which takes the form of nationalism and
purist notions of cultural identity, creates an excessive veneration of the
state, wedded to strong forms of ethnocentrism and xenophobia. On the
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wrong side of this strong delineation between us and them, “anarchy, dis-
order, irrationality, inferiority, bad taste, and immorality are identified,
then deposited outside the culture and kept there by the power of the state
and its institutions.” This is not a theoretical exercise in fear-mongering
on Said’s part. He has specific historical examples in mind: including
“Macaulay’s famous Minute of  on Indian education” and the utili-
tarian philosophy of British colonialists. Said quotes Macaulay as follows:
“all the historical information which has been collected in the Sanskrit
language is less valuable than what may be found in the paltry abridge-
ments used at preparatory schools in England.” According to Said, this
cannot be dismissed, as Derrida dismisses Levi-Strauss’ recourse to the
idea of the noble savage, as a case of textual ethnocentrism. He goes on
to make the Foucauldian point that words (discourse) and things (nondis-
cursive practices) are linked and that discourse has ascertainable results.
Here Said refers to the imposition of the English language on the people
of the Indian subcontinent. The second example is the relationship
between utilitarian philosophy and British colonial policy in India.
According to Said, there is a strong “us” and “them” element in the phi-
losophy of John Stuart Mill, which effectively justified the repression of
Indian people in as much as they were uncivilized and beyond the pale of
representative government and the rights of liberty (WTC –).
Invidious distinctions between us and them, higher and lower, European
and non-European are written across the breadth of nineteenth-century
European thought. Even a great liberal thinker such as Mill was unable
to escape this kind of ethnic and racially dualistic thinking (WTC –).
Said’s revision of Arnoldian cultural thought is also an effort to make
good on the cosmopolitan ideal that Mill and Arnold shared. Although it
should be said, parenthetically, that Arnold’s cosmopolitanism, his
concept of the world for purposes of defining the best, did not extend
beyond Europe. Arnold’s truncated view had much in common with the
views of his peers, especially Ernest Renan:

What gave writers like Renan and Arnold the right to generalities about race28

was the official character of their formed cultural literacy. “Our” values were
(let us say) liberal, humane, correct; they were supported by belles-lettres,
informed scholarship, rational inquiry; as Europeans (and white men) “we”
shared in them every time their virtues were extolled. Nevertheless, the human
partnerships formed by reiterated cultural values excluded as much as they
included. For every idea about “our” art spoken by Arnold, Ruskin, Mill,
Newman, Carlyle, Renan, Gobineau, or Comte, another link in the chain
binding “us” together was formed while another outsider was banished. Even
if this is always the result of such rhetoric, wherever and whenever it occurs, we
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must remember that for nineteenth-century Europe an imposing edifice of
learning and culture was built, so to speak, in the face of actual outsiders (the
colonies, the poor, the delinquent), whose role in the culture was to give
definition to what they were constitutionally unsuited for. (O –)

Arnold’s idea of culture did not embrace Europe’s Asian, African, or
West Indian colonies. Nor is it clear that it included the English working
class, given his lifelong ambivalence toward the “masses.” The “ours
and theirs” distinctions that Arnold and his peers drew were bolstered,
according to Said, by the human sciences, social-Darwinism, and high
cultural humanism. It is hard to know how “ours and theirs” distinc-
tions can be avoided, even under the best of circumstances, and Said is
no help in understanding how they might be. The following passage
does succeed, however, in putting a finer point on what he thinks is at
stake:

Most modern readers of Matthew Arnold’s anguished poetry, or of his cele-
brated theory in praise of culture, do not also know that Arnold connected the
“administrative massacre” ordered by Eyre with tough British policies toward
colonial Eire and strongly approved both; Culture and Anarchy is set plumb in the
middle of the Hyde Park Riots of , and what Arnold had to say about
culture was specifically believed to be a deterrent to rampant disorder – colo-
nial, Irish, domestic. Jamaicans, Irishmen, and women, and some historians
bring up these massacres at “inappropriate” moments, but most Anglo-
American readers of Arnold remain oblivious, see them – if they look at them
at all – as irrelevant to the more important cultural theory that Arnold appears
to be promoting for all the ages. (CAI –)

Said brings this train of thought to a head with the following:

The idea of culture itself, as Arnold refined it, is designed to elevate practice to
the level of theory, to liberate ideological coercion against rebellious elements
– at home and abroad – from the mundane and historical to the abstract and
general. “The best that is thought and done” is considered an unassailable posi-
tion, at home and abroad. (CAI )

Said fears the exclusionary power of culture, especially when wedded
to the repressive power of the state. Under this description, culture con-
stitutes a church–state in which the “others of culture” (colonized
people, the poor, and delinquent) are grouped under the rubric of
anarchy. In contemporary British and American scenarios, this means
“blacks” and the underclass, or Palestinian “terrorists” and Islamic fun-
damentalists. They replace English working-class democrats, middle-
class philistines, and aristocratic barbarians as the enemies of culture
and vectors of anarchy. But Said’s relation to Arnoldian cultural thought
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is not as simple or unambiguous as this. For all his suspicion of high cul-
tural humanism, Said remains a high cultural humanist. Like Arnold, he
fears the vulgarity of popular culture, but there is an important
difference. Where Arnold has an aestheticized fear of multileveled
anarchy, Said fears the loss of the ideology-critical function of high
culture. Arnold fears anarchy; Said fears conformity. Said’s view con-
forms to that of the Frankfurt School theorists, especially Adorno, who
regard a thoroughly commodified popular culture as depoliticized, if
not in complicity with capital. The colonization of high culture (“the
best that has been thought and said”) by a market-driven popular culture
and, consequently, the production of mass conformity, is what Said
resists. If I were to draw a sketch of this resistance, it would have the
broad outline of the “Frankfurt School” and its details would bear the
stamp of Theodor Adorno.

Said describes his views as follows: “My cultural biases are on the whole
tinged with conservatism, as the sheer weight in my text given over to the
masterpieces of high modernism amply testifies” (B xiii). As outlandish as
this claim might seem on first reading, especially given Said’s well publi-
cized involvement in leftist politics, he is a cultural conservative of sorts. I
say “of sorts,” because terms such as conservative tempt us to dredge-up
associations and commitments that are wrong where Said is concerned.
Anyway, if the left can be characterized in terms of a split between an
older left that views politics in terms of the state and its ideology-produc-
ing institutions, and a newer left that views politics primarily in cultural
and rhetorical terms, then Said sits skillfully if uncomfortably between the
two. With respect to this newer left that is preoccupied with culture and
the politics of difference, Said is a “conservative.” He believes that there
are “Arnoldian best-that-is-thought-or-said touchstones,” and that we
should give an account of how they are constructed, where they came
from, and why they are authoritative (ME ). It would be wrong to
suggest that Said is uninterested in cultural politics and difference. His
interest, however, is of a decidedly high-brow variety. Said wants to dis-
place the Eurocentric canon by introducing non-European classics into
the agon of humanistic discourse. But he otherwise appears committed to
a fairly rigid distinction between high and low culture that is often asso-
ciated, in a pejorative way, with modernism. Said is part of a long history
of leftist intellectuals who wed a political and economic radicalism with a
high-brow disdain for popular culture, especially its religious forms. As
Musical Elaborations shows, Said cannot think critically about popular
culture without reaching reflexively for his “Frankfurt School Reader.”
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There are undoubtedly several ways of getting at Said’s Marxist view of
cultural critique as the criticism of transfigured religion. Perhaps none
is more appropriate than his Gramscian gloss on Adorno’s music theory.
In “On the Fetish Character in Music and the Regression of Listening,”
Adorno argues that there has been a decline in musical taste led by a
thoroughly commodified popular music. Alluding to Marx’s famous
description of fetishism in Capital, Adorno argues that the exchange-
value of music displaces its use-value, the worship of money displaces
the appreciation of art. As in all forms of fetishism, the social character
of a product is obscured, appearing as an alien, objective entity. Human
subjectivity and creativity are externalized and objectified and become
other, God. Human powers are misrecognized as divine power, which
inhibits ideology-critique. Fetishized music inhibits ideology-critique in
the same way that religion does. Thus the rebelliousness and subversive-
ness of precapitalist forms of music, under the regime of capital, have
been domesticated and placed in the service of commercial success.
Music is no longer a revolutionary and unruly attack on the cultural
privileges of the ruling class, but has degenerated into a depoliticized
“handmaiden” of consumerism. Depoliticization results from the vul-
garization of art, from mindless repetition and irrelevant consumption.

Because musical works are “played again and again,” they “wear out,
like the Sistine Madonna in the bedroom.” An interminable process of
“climax and repetition” undermines our ability to see the whole. We
lose, that is, any notion of totality, the ability as listeners to conceive of
the whole, to think from part to whole and whole to part. The possibil-
ity for critique drops out, creating a critical void. In the place of this
absent critique, music becomes a diversion, a consumption opportunity.
The fetish character of music, its very quid pro quo, lies in the deceptive
substitution of the use value of music, or the pleasure it provides, by the
exchange value, or the monetary compensation that it brings. Because
of this thorough incorporation into a market economy, there has been a
decline in musical taste that even “responsible” and “serious” art like
European classical music cannot escape. This, in turn, has led to a dan-
gerous erosion of the line between serious and light music, and the loss
of the utopian spirit and ideology-critical function of serious music.29

In this early elaboration of his “culture industry” thesis, Adorno
claims that hand in hand with the fetishized character of music is a kind
of commodity listening, in which it becomes difficult to separate listen-
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ing from consumption. Fetishized listening has displaced serious musical
appreciation and led to a “regression of listening,” a degradation, to the
point of infantilism and stupidity, of musical taste. Fetishized music bla-
tantly decontextualizes and recontextualizes “reified bits and pieces,”
destroying the multileveled and complex unity of the work. The whole
dissolves into “isolated popular passages.” Adorno describes this phe-
nomenon as regression or infantilism. These forms of hearing and
listening exemplify if not expose the “neurotic stupidity,” sickness,
and stultification that fetishized music produces. The ultimate conse-
quence of fetishized music is distraction, the inability to concentrate.
“Deconcentration is the perceptual activity which prepares the way for
the forgetting and sudden recognition of mass music.” Adorno claims
that standardized musical products, “hopelessly like one another,”
inhibit concentrated listening, which becomes unbearable to listeners no
longer accustomed to such demands. “They cannot stand the strain of
concentrated listening and surrender themselves resignedly to what
befalls them, with which they can come to terms only if they do not listen
to it too closely.”30

Adorno’s notion of “regression” has psychoanalytic overtones, which
is not surprising given his attempt to marry Marx and Freud. Freud’s
notion of regression, especially in Totem and Taboo, Inhibitions, Symptoms
and Anxiety, and Moses and Monotheism, centers around the psychosexual
development of the individual and the group. On this view, the develop-
mental history of the individual organism (ontogeny), recapitulates the
evolution of the species (phylogeny). The neurotic, as Freud observes
“regularly presents to us a piece of psychic infantilism; he has either not
been able to free himself from the childlike conditions of psycho-sexu-
ality, or else he has returned to them.”31 Children, child races, savages,
primitives, and neurotics, including religious people, share a common
psychic structure. They are infantile because they have yet to mature or
have regressed, religion being the prototypical form of regression. “Most
of these infantile neuroses are overcome spontaneously in the course of
growing up, and this is especially true of the obsessional neuroses of
childhood.” For those who do not outgrow such neuroses there is psycho-
analytic treatment. Some childhood obsessions, however, persist into
adulthood – religion, again, being the prime example. Freud concludes
that “Religion would thus be the universal obsessional neurosis of
humanity; like the obsessional neuroses of children, it arose out of the
Oedipus complex, out of the relation to the father.”32

This is not a thorough account of Freud’s theory of religion, which
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goes beyond my immediate purposes, but it is an account of infantilism,
wish-fulfillment, and regression in the formation of culture. Adorno’s
“regression of listening” is homologous to Freud’s notion of religion as
regressive and infantile behavior. Commodity listening, a metonymy for
popular culture, and religion are forms of fetishism. Both distract us
from reality (the reality principle) through entertaining diversions (com-
modity fetishism) or wish-fulfillment. Both “get in the way” of the
unmasking activities of science (the reality principle) or ideology-cri-
tique. In a late essay entitled “Culture Industry Reconsidered,” Adorno
recapitulates and elaborates this thesis. Operating from above, the
“culture industry intentionally integrates its consumers,” effaces the dis-
tinction between high and low art and makes the pursuit of cultural
objects a function of the profit motive. The culture industry progres-
sively erodes the relative autonomy of art and, as a result, its ideology-
critical significance. Cultural objects become commodities entirely, as
anything that might exceed or transcend the commodity function is
eroded. What appears as new and progressive is merely the masquerade
of the eternally same, the changing same, the profit motive. The culture
industry is anti-enlightenment in its effects, thus, nature is subjected to
progressive, technical domination, which produces mass deception,
which fetters consciousness. The culture industry makes “autonomous,
independent individuals who judge and decide consciously for them-
selves” much rarer.33

Adorno’s famous essay, his music and esthetic theory as a whole, have
influenced Said deeply. Exploring Said’s view of music as an elaboration
of civil society gives us a clear sense of just how subtle and sympathetic
is his reading of European classical music, which can be transgressive of
“domination and sovereignty,” as compared to his notion of religion,
whose cultural effects are disastrous. I do not want to leave the impres-
sion that Said follows Adorno without deviation. On the contrary, he
proceeds by summarizing Adorno’s position into three points from
which he then takes his distance. First, he cites Adorno’s claim that after
Beethoven “music [by which both he and Adorno mean European clas-
sical music] veered off from the social realm into the aesthetic almost
completely.” Said approves of Adorno’s claim for the ideology-critical
function of modern music, but disapproves when Adorno locates that
critical function in the autonomy of music “from the world of ordinary
historical reality.” Here he gives a Gramscian reading of Adorno,
arguing “that music remains situated within the social context as a
special variety of aesthetic and cultural experience that contributes to
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what, following Gramsci, we might call the elaboration or production of
civil society” (ME –).

Curiously, on Said’s interpretation, “elaboration equals mainten-
ance.” Something seems askew here and even mystified, for surely
elaboration means more than the maintenance of the status quo. Is
elaboration merely the effort by the ruling class to seduce, negotiate, and
compel the assent of those whom they rule – is it, that is to say, hege-
monic activity? Or are the efforts of the ruling class part of a larger
contest between dominant and emergent forms of hegemony,34 between
those forms that one opposes and those that one supports? In this
passage, Said appears to elide this important distinction. I cannot
imagine that this is what he intends. Fortunately, he gives a fuller
description of elaboration in “Reflections on American ‘Left’ Critic-
ism.” There he remarks on the apparently “contradictory but actually
complementary” elements of elaboration, which perpetuate an existing
world view and transfigure that world view through cultural forms that
are themselves a “highly complex and quasi-autonomous extension of
political reality” (WTC –). I gloss this claim as follows: elaboration
is a cultural contest through which society is maintained and trans-
formed by completing social classes. Having said this, and reconnecting
with the previous discussion, there is something disturbing about
Said’s Gramscianism. It should provide, one would think, a finer-
tuned ear when it comes to the role of classical music in the contem-
porary West, especially in comparison to popular forms of music, but
these are sounds that Said cannot hear. Thus Said can write the follow-
ing:

Music therefore quite literally fills a social space, and it does so by elaborating
the ideas of authority and social hierarchy directly connected to a dominant
establishment imagined as actually presiding over the work. The awe we feel in
the Credo, for example, reinforces the separation between ruler and ruled, and
this in turn is made to feel “right” in great outbursts of joy (“et resurrexit,” and
“hosanna”). (ME )

Here Said refers to the music of Bach. But is this example of elabora-
tion as the maintenance of civil society truer, more effective, or more
compelling than the revolutionary ambitions, with respect to civil
society, that are clearly audible in Billie Holiday’s “Strange Fruit,” Nina
Simone’s “Mississippi Goddam,” Bob Marley’s “Them Belly Full (But
We Hungry),” Stevie Wonder’s “You Haven’t Done Nothin,” or the
mighty anthem of the Civil Rights Movement, “We Shall Overcome”?
I think not. Said’s preference for elite cultural forms, therefore, does not
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confirm Aijaz Ahmad’s claim that he constructs a bourgeois Gramsci so
much as gives license to those already disposed to read him that way.

Said’s second point relates to the contrast between critics like Adorno
for whom music is an important subject of analysis and the remarkable
musical ignorance of contemporary intellectuals. We can attribute this
musical ignorance to the fragmenting effects of modernism and the
effects of the culture industry. This is closely related to the third point,
which Said takes from his reading of Adorno, what he describes as
Adorno’s “quasi-neurotic insistence” on the “separate, almost mute, and
formally nondiscursive character” of musical art. As Said translates this
idea, musical performance is “an extreme occasion, something beyond
the everyday, something irreducible and temporally not repeatable,
something whose core is precisely what can be experienced only under
relatively severe and unyielding conditions.” Said does not disagree with
Adorno’s argument; rather, he supplements that argument by claiming
that musical performance bridges the gap between its own practiced and
cultivated autonomy and the social–cultural sphere (ME –). Again,
he uses Gramsci to slightly reconfigure Adorno’s basic notion. In this
way, he can have his Adornian autonomy and his Gramscian elabora-
tion too. Music is simultaneously a product of the culture industry, resis-
tance to the culture industry, and a progressive elaboration of civil
society.

Said’s subtle reading of classical music is especially evident in chapter
 of Musical Elaborations, entitled “On the Transgressive Elements in
Music.” He begins this strange chapter with a stimulating discussion of
the relations between politics and ethics, on the one hand, and esthetic
and intellectual merit, on the other. Paul de Man’s wartime activities,
which became the subject of controversy in the s, are his point of
departure. How, he asks, should de Man’s collaboration with the Nazi
occupation during World War II affect the interpretation of his later
work? Does it invalidate, contaminate, or otherwise make his work
suspect? Or, to take an opposing position, are his collaborationist activ-
ities and his later work essentially unrelated, the product, ethically speak-
ing, of two different people? How are we to judge in cases such as this?
Said’s short answer is that we should be suspicious of de Man’s later
work. His instincts are to argue for the connection between art, theory,
and life but not for their identity. From European classical music and its
various “complicities” and de Man’s wartime activities, Said segues to a
discussion of Wagner’s music. Said follows Adorno in noting how
Wagner’s indisputable anti-Semitism is constitutive of his music and,
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yet, he argues, its esthetic merit is unimpeachable. Wagner becomes the
touchstone for his reading of European classical music as transgressive
of culture and as in complicity with culture, even to the point of such
abominations as Nazism. Wagner’s music is a Pharmakon, both poison
and cure. While constituted by its coarser realities, such as anti-
Semitism, Wagner’s music cannot be reduced to them. So, on this point,
Said takes his distance from Adorno:

All retrospective analyses, whether of music or of any other human activity, that
judge, theorize, and totalize simultaneously, that say in effect that one thing (like
music) = all things, or all musics = one big summarizing result = it couldn’t have
happened any other way, seem to me to be intellectually and historically flawed,
for the same reason that the later work of Foucault, to whom in all sorts of ways
I am very indebted, is flawed. (ME –)

Besides what I take as an oblique reference to the flaws in Orientalism,
Said accomplishes several things in this passage. It allows him to put dis-
tance between himself and Adorno and Foucault. With Adorno he can
affirm the transgressive element in music (what Adorno calls its ideology-
critical function) without accepting Adorno’s claims for its worldly auton-
omy. He can explore the effects of the culture industry on European
classical music while still arguing for its resistance, as compared to
popular music, to the commodifying pressures of market forces. Said
rejects Adorno’s totalizing account and, with it, Thomas Mann’s Doctor
Faustus and Foucault’s account of Western modernity, which are equally
cumulative and apocalyptic. This allows him to expose the Eurocentrism
and imperialism of “theory,” especially its extremely detailed articula-
tion (or scholasticism), self-reflective self-centeredness (or ethnocen-
trism), fatalism, and esthetic pessimism. Said says that he does not intend
to disparage thinkers such as Mann, Foucault, and Adorno

whose pessimistic brilliance and genuine profundity have dignified so much of
contemporary intellectual discourse. I am saying, however, that a secular atti-
tude warns us to beware of transforming the complexities of a many-stranded
history into one large figure, or of elevating particular moments or monuments
into universals. No social system, no historical vision, no theoretical totalization,
no matter how powerful, can exhaust all the alternatives or practices that exist
within its domain. There is always the possibility to transgress. (ME )

On this account, Adorno’s esthetic theory must be understood in ref-
erence to the encounter between the West and its various others.
Essentialism, such as the notion of Western music, is a product of that
encounter, an artifact of imperialism. Said’s Adornian and post-
Adornian notion of music is analogous to what he calls secular
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transgression. Here secular has less to do with “irrevocable action
against law or divinity” than with movement “from one domain to
another, which tests and challenges limits, mixes the heterogeneous, cuts
across expectations, provides unimaginable pleasures, discoveries, and
experiences.” He cites with approval Pierre Boulez’ claim that Wagner’s
music refuses to carry the ideological message that its author intended.
Wagner may be a vicious anti-Semite, but his music is more than that
and cannot be reduced to his anti-Semitism (ME , ).

Said rejects any “base-superstructure” account of the relation
between Western classical music and society. Music, as his nuanced
interpretation of Wagner attests, cannot be reduced to “coarse reality”
because it not only mirrors but transcends social relations. Music’s
“transgressive element” is its nomadic quality, its ability to detach from
and reattach to various social formations, to alter its rhetoric as the occa-
sion demands. Furthermore, music has flexibility in respect to the gen-
dered-power relations of which it is a part. On this account, Said feels
justified in regarding Western classical music as a form of intellectual
labor, as an “elaboration” of civil society (ME ). But does not Said
bring Adorno and Gramsci together in a peculiar, counterintuitive and,
perhaps, impossible way? How is it that Said can rightfully see Western
classical music as a form of elaboration, but is incapable of seeing
popular cultural forms, especially music in the same light? What do
Gramsci’s notion of the “national popular,” in which popular culture is
a site of hegemonic struggle (a complex struggle between the ruling class
and subordinate classes for power and influence), and Adorno’s “culture
industry” thesis have to do with each other? The answer lies in Said’s
bifocal perspective on culture. He provides a subtle reading of elite
culture, which he sees, simultaneously, through Gramsci’s populist lens
and Adorno’s aristocratic lens. In contrast, he loses his Gramscian per-
spective when viewing popular culture, where he thinks that an
Adornian lens is both necessary and sufficient. On this view, popular
culture is simply another manifestation of commodity fetishism, an ana-
logue of Marx’s “German ideology,” whose arch form is religion. It is
easy to picture Said writing of popular culture what Adorno did write:
“Before the theological caprice of commodities, the consumers become
temple slaves. Those who sacrifice themselves nowhere else can do so
here, and here they are fully betrayed.”35

Said’s Adornian perspective seems excessively dour and pessimistic
where ordinary people are concerned. Said and Adorno construe ordi-
nary people as religious dupes, too easily seduced by the fetishism of
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commodities, culture, and the state. They are too easily mystified by
ideology; accordingly, they know Madonna, the “material girl,” but have
not a clue about who the Sistine Madonna is. What better evidence is
there of their enslavement by the commodity-gods of the culture indus-
try? I am more than a little wary of the celebration of popular culture
in cultural studies, where the Gramscian industry has becomes as prom-
inent, though not as lucrative, as the culture industry that Adorno criti-
cized. Sometimes it resembles that industry. But we need not romanticize
ordinary people to see critical potential in their everyday practices. Walt
Whitman saw the potential and the warts. But Said is nearly blind to the
potential that Whitman saw; he can only see the warts. His Adornian
lenses are too thick or not thick enough. Thus the deficiencies of his anti-
religious rhetoric, which follows the deficiency of his sight – or his lack
of insight. His ill-informed and banal use of antireligious rhetoric,
though endemic to the academy, lacks the knowledge and intellectual
seriousness of critics such Hume and Nietzsche. This uncritical and
summary dismissal of what he dislikes as religious, reveals Said’s hostil-
ity toward religious practices as a site of hegemonic struggle by subal-
tern classes (the ruled) against the ruling class. Religion is an important
site of struggle. It is more important, I would say, than Western classical
music for the elaboration of civil society and as a form of ideology-cri-
tique. Religious practices are popular sites of ideology-critique and for
the elaboration of civil society. If we accord the same generosity in
reading that cultural location that Said accords to Western classical
music then perhaps we can see what Said does not. What I see are ordi-
nary people making choices under circumstances they did not choose.
These circumstances include religious practices shot through with ideo-
logical traces that both constrain and enable resistance to unjust social
relations, which both trouble and comfort those with vested interests in
maintaining those relations.

Interestingly, Said characterizes music and its social relations in a way
that some characterize religion:

To think of music and cultural exoticism in the mid to late nineteenth century
(Verdi, Bizet, Wagner, Saint-Saëns, etc.) or of music and politics during the
seventeenth and twentieth centuries (Monteverdi, Schoenberg, jazz, and rock
culture) is therefore to map an ensemble of political and social involvements,
affiliations, transgressions, none of which is easily reducible either to simple
apartness or to a reflection of coarse reality. (ME )

Why does not Said display the same charity in his characterization of
religion that he does in characterizing music, where he skillfully suspends
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the latter between autonomy from social relations and the simple
reflection of them? Is this the only way that he can protect his roman-
tic–individualist interpretation of musical experience as solitude and
affirmation from the charge of plagiarism – that is, from the charge that
this notion of music borrows freely from common notions of religious
experience and that his notion of musical experience is itself religious
and theological? What does Said mean when, of Olivier Messiaen’s
music, he writes: “None of his music that I know fails to produce remark-
able pleasures, admittedly local and not theological (for staunch secular-
ists like myself) but always musical and intelligent” (ME )? Said
appropriates religious and theological language of autonomy, privacy,
solitude, and affirmation to describe musical experience while using
antireligious language to distance what he affirms and baptizes as
secular. Do I overinterpret Said here by eliding his distinction between
Messiaen’s religiousness and the secular pleasures that his music pro-
duces? Perhaps. Is this symptomatic of overinterpretations elsewhere?
Perhaps. Still, I insist that Said’s notion of musical experience sounds
much like Friedrich Schleiermacher, William James, and Alfred North
Whitehead’s views of religious experience. Perhaps it is a displacement
of these notions? How ironic if it is.

Culture is a negotiated enterprise a product of consent, accommoda-
tion, resistance, and transformation. Primary among these negotiated
practices, as even Freud recognized, are religious traditions. Marx also
recognized the “oppositional” intent of religious traditions, even if he
finally concludes that they are distorted and disenabling. Ultimately,
both saw religion as a defect – of psychosexual development or of the
prevailing social relations – crying out for psychoanalytic treatment or
revolutionary transformation. Neither Freud nor Marx was dialectical
enough where religion is concerned. Why should we repeat their errors?
Critics should give more attention to what people actually do with their
religious traditions, to the diverse relationships that exist between those
traditions and political opposition to oppressive social relations. More
attention should be given to how religion and politics are articulated,
how they actually fit together or do not fit together under specific histor-
ical conditions. On this point, Said’s analysis seems particularly inade-
quate. To the extent that Said adds his voice to the reductive and
undialectical chorus of antireligious nay-saying exemplified on the
secular left by Marx, can he be seen as reiterating the quintessential
modern cliché. But let me be clear: this nay-saying is not bad because it
is modern but because it is cliché. Clichés put us to sleep and screen out
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things that we might otherwise see. Let me conclude by saying that it is
precisely on the question of religion and popular culture that Said’s
Adorno gets the best of his Gramsci. Religious life is just as incompre-
hensible to Said as Jazz is to Adorno. Here we enter Said’s blind spot,
which is the blind spot of all Foucauldian-derived cultural studies, and
encounter the limits of his conceptual imagination. He sees religion
through the language of Marx’s camera obscura rather than, as with
Western classical music, through Gramsci’s language of hegemony,
negotiation, and consent. Said cannot see religion in this light because its
exclusion is the very premise of his idea of Secular Criticism. If
Enlightenment modernity is predicated on a prejudice against prejudice
as tradition, then religion is the archetypical form of prejudice. In this
respect, Said is merely retelling an old tale, in which the criticism of
religion is the premise of all criticism.
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The religious effects of culture: nationalism

[T]he role of the modern state . . . is primarily spiritual, even other-
worldly, and its driving force is its collective faith, a faith in its
mission and destiny, a faith in things unseen, a faith that would
move mountains. Nationalism is sentimental, emotional, and inspi-
rational.

(Carlton J. H. Hayes, Essays on Nationalism)

If religion has given birth to all that is essential in society, it is
because the idea of society is the soul of religion.

(Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life)

All religions rise out of the deification of someone’s nationalism.
(Molefi Kete Asante, Afrocentricity)

The discursive connections between religion and nationalism have long
been recognized. Perhaps no one has explored their relationship as per-
sistently as Carlton J. H. Hayes, a prolific historian of nationalism, who
did his most important work during the inter-war years of the s and
s. While Emile Durkheim is not noted for his reflections on nation-
alism, his theory of religion sheds light on the question of religion and
nationalism. Between Hayes and Durkheim, we can account for most
notions of how religion and nationalism are related. The conceptual ter-
ritory that they have configured and carved-up between themselves has
the form of a question: “Is religion the principle – motive, force, and
secret-soul – of nationalism or is nationalism the principle of religion?”
This question defines the intellectual ground on which Said strategically
engages nationalism as a religious–cultural effect. It is the “cultural
common sense” that his analysis presupposes. Said’s views of national-
ism are fragmentary and, perhaps, underdeveloped. I try to develop the
implications of his views by placing them within the framework of
Hayes’ argument. The danger, of course, is that Said’s fragments and
Hayes’ framework will not fit. That is the chance that I take. Thus Said’s





scattered commentary on nationalism as religious discourse is the
subject of this chapter, whose introductory epigrams do the religious
work of “gathering and binding” his fragmentary views.

      

“Nationalism, Human Rights, and Interpretation” is Said’s most explicit
and substantial essay on nationalism. This essay ends with a considera-
tion of the Palestinian question, which has preoccupied Said since the
 Arab–Israeli War. This is the national question that he knows best
and about which he is most passionate. Palestine is haunted, according
to Said, by its sacred geography, which is, perhaps, “the most drenched
in religious, cultural, and political significance of any on earth.” So there
is not a more compelling justification for a secular interpretation of
human rights, which requires a hermeneutic of connection and not a
Manichaean hermeneutic of separation, than the inextricable location
of human rights within a national context. “For the truth is that Jewish
and Palestinian suffering exist in and belong to the same history: the task
of interpretation is to acknowledge that link, not to separate them into
unconnected spheres.” To engage in the later activity – as did President
Bush, when he said that Zionism was not racism1 because of the
suffering of the Jewish people – is to engage in religious criticism. It is to
sacralize the suffering of one people by demanding that another people
suffer; this is sacrificial logic with the enthusiasm of the vengeful. This
religious and liberal theodicy – I say religious and liberal because Said,
like Marx in the “Jewish Question,” establishes an identity between the
two – has characterized American and Western thinkers since the
Balfour Declaration, which placed the collective weight of several colo-
nial powers behind the Zionist movement.2

Said constructs a genealogy of this way of thinking that includes lib-
erals such as John Stuart Mill, civic republicans such as Alexis de
Tocqueville, and cultural thinkers such as Matthew Arnold. Arnold’s
argument for the sacred character of the state, de Tocqueville’s support
of the brutal suppression of Muslims in Algeria, and Mill’s claim that
civilized nations had “sacred duties” to each other that they did not owe
savage nations such as India, are part of this story. Neither Mill nor de
Tocqueville could sustain their principles in the face of nationalist
“imperatives” and the siren songs of patriotism. “To identify with one’s
best self as Arnold would have wished meant, for Europeans in the age
of empire, identifying also with one’s best power, a navy or an army as
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well as culture and a religion.” On this latter point, Said quotes Marwan
Buheiry on the way in which de Tocqueville’s nationalist and religious
sentiments mutually reinforced each other:

Tocqueville judged Islam and found it wanting. He claimed, rather gratuitously,
that its principal aim was war. He characterized it as fossilized and especially as
decadent without really defining what he meant although he did seem to find
the sign in the fact that the Islamic world was unable to resist European domi-
nation. The penetrating insights he had [about] . . . European and North
American societies were significantly absent in his consideration of Islam. He
never asked how Islamic civilization with its literature, law, and social organiza-
tion, not only survived the relative collapse in politics, but managed somehow
to spread into regions far beyond its epicenter. In short, he failed to appreciate
its staying power and spiritual content.

This crude and ungenerous hermeneutic, Said adds, is not solely a
Western affliction. Young Muslims and Arabs are also taught to vener-
ate the classics of their religion. Skeptics and satirists such as Salman
Rushdie are vilified, exiled, or threatened with death. These same ten-
dencies to idealize or deify nation and culture – Durkheim calls these
tendencies “collective representations,” which are produced during
moments of “collective effervescence,” and Said calls them “destructive
idealizations of what ‘we’ are about as a nation” – lie behind the Gulf
War. But more about that later.3

       

In , Said gave the Reith Lectures on the subject “Representations of
the Intellectual.” This prestigious lecture series was inaugurated in 
by Bertrand Russell. As Said notes, several Americans had preceded him
as honored lecturers, including John Searle, John Kenneth Galbraith,
and Robert Oppenheimer. Said took these lectures as an occasion to
address the relations between the intellectual life as a vocation and the
temptations of money, power, and nationalism. I shall confine my atten-
tion to the last.

For Said, nationalism is a god who always fails. Nothing illustrates this
better than one scene from the Greek-like tragedy that was the Iranian
Revolution. Said tells a story about an Iranian friend whom he first met
in . He describes his friend as brilliant, eloquent, and charismatic, an
accomplished writer and teacher, an intellectual. This friend, who
remains anonymous in Said’s account, played an important role in under-
mining public support for the Shah, and would soon be on intimate terms
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with the young, emerging, nonclerical leadership that surrounded Imam
Khomeini. Like these youthful leaders, who included Abolhassan Bani-
Sadr4 and Sadek Ghotbzadeh, he was Muslim but not militant. Said
recounts the initial enthusiasm of his friend for the Imam and his friend’s
conviction that it was only right that the Imam be the preeminent author-
ity in the revolution. And then a process of radicalization, reminiscent of
the Russian Revolution, spiraled out of control. Bani-Sadr was deposed
by Imam Khomeini and fled into exile, and Said’s friend, not without
considerable difficulty, followed suit. For these men, the god of Iranian
nationalism had failed. Like all gods, this one had to be fed. Like many
gods, it preferred human blood. Said’s friend was fortunate to escape.
Many others were not so fortunate. He repaid his debt to good fortune by
becoming as fierce a critic of the Khomeini regime as he had once been
an avid supporter. He even went further in the wake of the Gulf War, his
contempt for Muslim and Arab regimes being such as to express his pref-
erence for Western imperialism to “Iraqi fascism.” Said laments this
transformation, but not because of his friend’s newfound contempt for
Khomeini or his hatred of the Iraqi state. He was saddened, rather, by his
friend’s susceptibility to “conversion” experiences, his inability to sustain
commitment and critical distance at the same time. For Said, this shut-
tling back and forth, dogmatic conviction followed by equally dogmatic
recantation, is symptomatic of a religious disposition, the ecstasy of sub-
mission, and the propensity to bow down and worship (RI –).

Said’s conjuration of the “god of nationalism” indicates strategic
movement upon the ground that Hayes and Durkheim divide between
themselves. The idea that nationalism and patriotism are like religion
has, as I have already suggested, a long pedigree. In , Hayes pub-
lished his influential book entitled Essays on Nationalism, which included
a piece called “Nationalism as a Religion.” “Why,” Hayes asks, “are mil-
lions ready and willing to lay down their lives for nationalism?” From
where comes its missionary zeal? The all consuming love that it inspires
in its disciples? For Hayes the answer lies in emotional intensity and deep
feelings of loyalty irradiated by man’s basic “religious sense.”5 Why
intense emotions are religious is a question that Hayes does not address.
Clearly religion is not a problem for him. He can speak confidently even
authoritatively about a religious sense, assuming as he does that every-
one knows what he is talking about, religion being self-evident, common-
place, and common sense. But maybe religion is not so simple. What
happens when we complicate Hayes’ account of religion and question
the very notion of a “religious sense”?
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Hayes’ pronouncements on man’s religious sense are spoken with the
confidence of all unexamined presuppositions. Everyone has presuppo-
sitions that they have not examined. But all presuppositions, in princi-
ple, can be examined, although it is probably true that many, perhaps
most, will never be examined. It is precisely these never examined pre-
suppositions, which make so much sense to us, that so often make little
sense to others. These presuppositions are so basic (they make our notion
of sense possible) as to be outside questions of sense altogether. And so
it is with Hayes’ notion of a religious sense. Hayes’ notion is analogous
to, if not parasitic on, ideas that were readily available at the time, espe-
cially Rudolf Otto’s notion of the “numinous.” Working within the tra-
dition of Friedrich Schleiermacher,6 Otto argues that religion is a
universal feature of human nature that exceeds rational comprehension
and that can only be approached or defined by reference to itself.
Religion is sui generis. And the numinous – which includes profound sen-
timents of “awe-filled,” overpowering urgency, terror, and fascination,
the urge to look and to look away7 – is the essence of religion. Of course,
many of us now view with suspicion the idea of an essence that precedes
existence, which is something other than a historical artifact, something
enclosed in quotation marks to remind us that we are using a term
against itself. My purpose here is not to hold Hayes responsible for intel-
lectual developments for which he was clearly innocent, but only to show
why what made sense to him makes no sense to me.

Hayes does something that is typical of those who would use religion
as an explanatory category when he moves unconsciously and uncriti-
cally between the generality of religion and the specificity of Christian-
ity. The religious sense becomes Christian sense, an extension of
Christian ideas writ large. (But is this not what it has always been?) Hayes
repeats a common practice in theories of religion, where a Christian-
inspired desire to make sense of cultural others is constitutive of what religion is.
Except for a bit of exotic trimming here and there, Hayes focuses his
account entirely on developments in Christianity and Europe. I do not
want to judge Hayes too harshly. He had to delimit the subject-matter,
and there are limits to what any of us can know. But this way of circum-
scribing the subject confuses the religious, whatever that might be, with
what may be distinctively Christian, European, and modern. This osten-
sibly historical account, abstracts and obscures simultaneously by substi-
tuting vague generalities for historical specificity. But then maybe not.
Perhaps Hayes is not as confused as he seems. Perhaps the religious is a
distinctively Christian way of talking, religion being a Christian cate-
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gory. After all, Hayes’ account as a matter of execution is, firstly, an anal-
ysis of the similarities between Christianity and nationalism and, sec-
ondly, between nationalism and the other “Abrahamic” traditions – that
is, Judaism and Islam.

Like Hayes, Said is especially interested in the relation between
nationalism and the monotheistic traditions. I shall have more to say
about Said along the way. Before saying anything, however, I must catch
up with an account that is already running ahead of itself. So, I begin
again, with an expanded version of Hayes’ central claim:

From the dawn of his history man has been distinguished by what may be called
a “religious sense,” that is, a mysterious faith in some power outside of himself,
a faith always accompanied by feelings of reverence and usually attended by
external acts and ceremonial. Everywhere under the most diverse forms, you
find its expression, in the caves of primitive men, in the pyramids of Egypt, in
the laws of Moses and the rites of Aaron, in the words of the Delphic oracle,
in the tended fire of the Vestal virgins, in the temples of Inca and Aztec, in the
tabus of Eskimo and Hottentot. You find it enshrined in the great religious
systems, such as Hinduism, Buddhism, Christianity, and Muhammadanism,
which through the centuries have counted their devotees by billions. As always,
so today, man feels its spell. 8

Said does not believe in a universal religious sense. As he writes in
Covering Islam: “I myself am neither religious nor of an Islamic back-
ground, although I think I can understand someone who declares
himself or herself to be convinced of a particular faith. But insofar as I
feel it is possible to discuss faith at all, it is in the form of interpretations of
faith manifesting themselves in human acts that take place in human
history and society.” This is Said’s considered belief and interpretive
intention. His cultural critique, however, presupposes a notion of relig-
ion as dogmatic, deferential to authority, otherworldly, subservience-
compelling, and violence-producing (WTC ). This polemical and less
descriptive notion of religion is construed as transhistorical and trans-
cultural in regard to the effects that I list above. Now the textual evidence for
my claim is scattered, allusive, and often negative. Sometimes my only recourse, if I
am to sustain this claim, is to infer Said’s notion of what religion is from his claims
of what secularism is or is not. This is a possible weakness in my argument that I
want to mark clearly for the reader; it is a weakness that I can only acknowledge and,
perhaps, remedy by tying together as many of these scattered remarks, inferences, and
negative claims as seem necessary to the argument. My scattered and allusive
analysis, which distinguishes this chapter from the rest, mimics Said’s
scattered and allusive engagement with nationalism. If successful, this
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effort will show that Said’s polemical notion of religion, which cuts
against his explicit beliefs, enables him to construct a narrative of relig-
ious and secular conflict, a conflict that Enlightenment modernity did
not end, which, on the contrary, is an integral feature of postmodern or
postcontemporary culture. Thus the notion, alluded to in the previous
passage, of an innate, universal religious sense – which Hayes believes
but Said does not, yet analytically and polemically presupposes – was
“ready-to-hand,” part of the intellectual air that Hayes breathed. While
it would be unseemly to hold him blameworthy for views that some of
us now regard as wrong, we can still take issue with his claims and
analyze the consequences of his view for our understanding of nation-
alism.

Hayes alludes to the Freudian language of “instinct” and “drive,”
which is appropriate, because the religious sense seems to work as if it
were instinctual. Like the psychosexual energy that Freud calls libido, the
religious sense can be “repressed” but not destroyed. Invariably,
repressed religiosity “returns” – that is, the religious sense will manifest
itself in odd ways when normal channels of expression are blocked. The
religious sense is indelible. People do not cease being religious so much
as find different objects of cathexis9 or worship, including abstract ideas
such as Science or Humanity. The form may be new but the content is
always the same – a sense of “awe” that is primordially religious.10 Hayes
is ambiguous about whether the awe-filled response of the religious
subject or the object of that awe is more important. I should think that
they are inextricable. But, as I read him, Hayes puts greater emphasis on
the sameness of the religious sense as opposed to the sameness of the
object. The religious sense seems to have a specifiable range (e.g. devo-
tion, sacrifice, violence), while the religious object varies indefinitely.
This helps to explain why doubt and skepticism are among the more
common vehicles for the return of repressed religiosity. It explains why
Hayes regards the following as manifestations of the religious sense:
Stoicism and Greco-Roman mystery cults in the world of early
Christianity and, during the Enlightenment, Science, Rationalism,
Nature, Progress, and Humanity. They are among the countless ways in
which the religious sense returns. The most important symptom of the
return of repressed religiosity (a Freudian theme that is also important
to Said’s view) is the deification and worship of the state – and here we
return to our subject matter proper.11

I have doubts, which I will speak to shortly, about the strong connec-
tion that Hayes draws between periods of religious doubt (skepticism
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toward the gods of traditional religions) and worship of the political
state. In the meantime, I note the following examples that Hayes offers
in support of his views: the development in tandem of pagan skepticism
and the deification of the Roman emperor, the simultaneous emergence
of Protestantism and the “theorizing” of the nation-state, and the coter-
minous development of deism and nationalism in the eighteenth
century. For Hayes, religious doubt begins with the intellectual class and
gradually filters down to the masses, who find in the political state a new
source of certainty and devotion. The nation-state is invested with the
sentiments of love and veneration formerly reserved for specific religious
traditions. Under the conditions of modernity, the nation is the
transfiguration of traditional religious commitments, which calls to
mind Said’s analysis of Arnoldian culture. Thus Hayes cites the French
Revolution as a landmark in the emergence of nationalism as religion.
It is easy to see why he would be fascinated by the French Revolution, so
obvious are its Christian trappings. Catholicism provided a ready-made
language, a rich store of metaphors for the construction and articulation
of French nationalism: Reason as God, the Declaration of the Rights of
Man as national catechism, and the written Constitution as holy scrip-
ture.12

       

My doubts about Hayes’ account are twofold. I think that nationalism
emerged not because of religious skepticism but religious enthusiasm,
the intensification of religious sentiment that followed in the wake of
what Protestant Christians call the Reformation. Secondly, Hayes’
account shows, unwittingly for sure, why it is Christianity, specifically,
and not the vagary called religion (except when understood as a
Christian idea) that aids our analysis of nationalism. I shall speak of
nationalism, but first I speak of the state.

The Foundations of Modern Political Thought is Quentin Skinner’s defin-
itive study of political modernity. It traces the birth, or rebirth, of poli-
tics as a human-centered activity, the recovery of Aristotle’s notion of
politics, and the displacing of Augustine’s City of God model. In brief,
Skinner traces political ferment in Renaissance and Reformation-age
Europe, culminating in the religious wars and the emergence of the
state. On Skinner’s view, the state is “what happened” when Europeans
found themselves drowning in their own blood for religious reasons. The
absolutist claims of the state usurped and displaced the absolutism of

The religious effects of culture: nationalism 



Christian convictions, the imperium of the state displacing the imperium of
the church. The long term denouement of this process was the reinvent-
ing of the state as a secular, impersonal, and “nonprincely” public
power. From then on, the state would be the supreme object of political
allegiance. It would make the law and define the rights and privileges of
every association, organization, and corporation, including the church,
in its territorial domain. The proximate cause of this development was
the Reformation and the ensuing religious warfare, as Catholics and
Reformers insisted on their particular versions of what maintaining
“‘true religion’ and the Church of Christ” meant. The Reformation and
the religious warfare that accompanied it made certain things clear –
namely, the willingness of the protagonists of rival religious creeds “to
fight each other to the death.” This willingness convinced many politique
theorists of the necessity of divorcing state power from the duty to
support any religion at all. Only then would there be genuine “prospects
of achieving civic peace.” The religious enthusiasm unleashed by the
Reformation made a paradoxical but crucial contribution to the emer-
gence of the modern, secular state.13

The emergence of national consciousness, the nation, or nationalism
– I use these terms interchangeably – is closely connected to the pro-
tracted process of state-formation in Europe. “It is true,” as Hagen
Schulze says, “that the term ‘nation’ has existed for a long time, much
longer than the ‘state’, but in its contemporary sense, embracing an entire popu-
lation, a nation can hardly be defined without reference to the state – in this sense
nations may still be very young” (emphasis added). Though its history is
long and complex, natio (nation) originally referred to birth or descent as
a distinctive feature of group membership understood in a very narrow
sense. Thus natio might refer to the aristocracy (Cicero), a school of phi-
losophers (Pliny), or to native, uncivilized tribes as opposed to law-gov-
erned, civilized populations. That these meanings of the word nation are
now unfamiliar is true. That it took the Germans a long time to “dis-
cover” that they were German, far longer than it took the English to dis-
cover their Englishness or the French to discover their Frenchness is also
true. The motley crew of “nations” that peopled the European conti-
nent “even before such expressions as ‘nationalism’ or ‘national con-
sciousness’ were thought of,” did not emerge by mere chance. Rather,
their emergence was governed by assumptions about “their geographi-
cal or historical proximity to the ancient civilization of Rome, their share
of the Carolingian heritage,” and by “the degree to which a state had
imposed its judicial and administrative system.”14 These protonational-
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ist stirrings were further transformed by Reformation and religious
warfare.

If we assume that Hayes is right insofar as he connects the emergence
of nationalism to religion, then it is more likely that nationalism is a
result of increased enthusiasm than increased skepticism. If this is right,
then the national idea emerged as a highly mediated consequence of
religious enthusiasm and as a “state-sponsored rationale” for binding the
population to an increasingly bureaucratic and impersonal state.15 Thus
it was in the aftermath of empire and in the context of theorizing the
secular state that the nation emerged as an object of discourse. Its emer-
gence was not uniform. Here (France and England) it emerged almost
simultaneously with the state, there (the Germanic territories) in oppo-
sition to the state or multiple states. However it emerged, the nation rep-
resented the construction of a new form of allegiance and identity, not
the consolidation of an older, primordial, prestate-identity.16 Where the
nation was not already a state – as it was in France and England – it
usually aspired to be a state, as happened with the Germans. If we set
aside Hayes’ claim for the religious as opposed to the Christian charac-
ter of nationalism (I will show why we should set it aside in a moment)
and, following Quentin Skinner, view nationalism, the emergence of the
European nation-state,17 as a response to religious enthusiasm, then
there is a great deal that we can learn from Hayes’ account.

The reader may notice that I slide from talk of nations and states to
talk of nation-states. This slippage is important. It represents an
influential way of talking about nationalism, which is evident in Hayes’
account and my analysis. Thus nationalism refers preeminently, though
not exclusively, to those nationalisms that have captured the apparatus
of the state or which hope to do so. On my view, the nation, as opposed
to the similar but different notion of peoplehood, which presumably one
can find always and in all places, is the by-product of empires that have
come unraveled. Nationalism is the form that the sense of peoplehood
takes under modern conditions. These conditions include the Romantic
ideas of common language, culture, soil, and spirit, and nineteenth-
century notions, spurred by science and pseudoscience, of common
stock, blood, and race. These nationalisms do aspire to statehood, but
many, as in The Netherlands and the Balkans, may never attain it. My
reference to nation-states circumscribes, though not in an idiosyncratic
way, the notion of nationalism. It privileges, as I said before, those
nationalisms that have captured the state apparatus or aspire to do so.
With this clarification, I return to Hayes’ account.
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When Hayes asserts that the religion of nationalism “first appeared
among people that were traditionally Christian” he affirms what I
assume are specifically Christian and European conditions for the emer-
gence of nationalism. Emergent nationalism, according to Hayes, pos-
sessed a missionary idealism, civic liturgies, and political theology.18 This
way of characterizing morphological similarities is already explicitly
Christian rather than vaguely religious. Missionary idealism is evident in
the claims that nationalism makes for itself: that we are a peculiar people,
special, and distinctive, and that our peculiarities have universal
significance. This, of course, is an “Abrahamic” theme and perhaps
affliction. The idea that Abraham’s “Jewish seed” were a peculiar
people, God’s holy nation, is constitutive, in modified form, of Judaism’s
Christian and Islamic siblings. The nation, state, and nation-state – I use
this cumbersome phrase to signify their distinctness but inextricable con-
nection in my account – first emerged in historically Christian territo-
ries, in the wake of the Crusades, against the backdrop of religious
warfare between Catholics and Protestants and their common war
against Jews. We should not be surprised, therefore, that the nation,
state, and nation-state would bear the marks of their birth, any more
than we are surprised by the fact that the Catholic Church bears the
marks of its imperial, Roman birth.

Said is painfully aware of these connections: of the ways in which the
monotheistic religions and nationalism interpenetrate and mutually
intensify each other. During the s, he watched Beirut, Lebanon, the
exile home of his mother (who with the rest of his family was forced to
flee Palestine in  before an advancing Zionist insurgency) as it was
destroyed by the fatal dance of nationalism and religion. He recollects
the following:

I’m ashamed to admit that a great many of my early memories of friends and
family expressing religious opinions are harsh and unpleasant. “Moslems,” I
was told in  by a great friend of my father’s, “are dust. They should be
blown away.” Another good Christian, a prominent philosopher and former
Lebanese Foreign Minister, frequently denounced Islam and the Prophet
Muhammad to me, using such words as “lechery,” “hypocrisy,” “corruption,”
and “degeneration.” These, I later discovered, were not isolated opinions. As
anyone who has followed the discourse of Christian militancy in Lebanon and
elsewhere in the region will know, they have come to constitute the core of
minority expression, which in turn furnish the majority Muslim community
with a permanent provocation. Such compliments tend to be, and have obvi-
ously been, reciprocated. The result is consolidated animosity, what William
Hazlitt calls “the pleasure of hating.” A feature of this pleasure, Hazlitt said, is
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that it “eats into the heart of religion, and turns it into rankling spleen and
bigotry; it makes patriotism an excuse for carrying fire, pestilence, and famine
into other lands: it leaves to virtue nothing but the spirit of censoriousness, and
a narrow, jealous, inquisitorial watchfulness over the actions and motives of
others.” The relevance of these words to that nasty mix of religious zeal and
nationalism sweeping through Lebanon, Israel, and Iran – and the United
States, which has a history of involvement in all three countries – is perfectly
evident. (ALS –)

The nation, state, and nation-state, as Said’s comments suggest, are
the ship of modern identity, all else is the sea. Or as Hayes puts it, the
nation is constructed as eternal. She “feeds off the loyalty of her
members, whose deaths fuel her fame and glory. She is a protective
mother – Plato’s Socrates imagines the state as both mother and father
– guarding her children from foreign devils, assuring their life, liberty,
and happiness. She fosters their arts and sciences and provides them
nourishment. The nation-state is a “family” into which “the individual
is born” and a “preceptor” who “follows the individual through life,
teaching him in patriotic schools the national catechism.” Hayes speaks
of “pious precept and solemn sacrament” by which the individual comes
to know “the beauties of national holiness.” Thus he is prepared for a
life of service to the state, “the Alpha and Omega of his being, the
author and finisher of his blessings.” Every significant life-event is
bureaucratically recorded, including rites of passage such as birth, mar-
riage, and death. A special place is reserved for the “crusaders” of
nationalism, their place of entombment forever bearing the insignia of
their loyal service. “And the funerals of national potentates and heroes
are celebrated with patriotic pomp and circumstance that make the
obsequies of mediaeval bishops seem drab.”19 In summary, the nation
(especially the nation-state) constructs its other as the Hobbesian “state
of nature,” where life is “nasty, brutish and short.” It constructs its other,
that is, as death. The nation is a soteriology, an embodiment of the doc-
trine of salvation and immortality. Those who die in the nation, for the
nation, never really die. In this regard, the nation has filled the existen-
tial paradigm of Christianity with a new content.20 This, in short, is
Hayes’ account of nationalism, of those claims that the nation makes for
itself.

Civic liturgies such as state funerals represent the second way in which
nationalism has distinctively Christian markings. Hayes notes the litur-
gies surrounding the flag: how it should be displayed, raised, lowered,
and saluted. We sing hymns, he observes, in honor of the nation and
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pledge allegiance to it “and to the republic for which it stands.” Clearly,
Christian liturgies are models for these civic liturgies.21 National symbols
and ideas, therefore, are subject to sacrilege; they can be blasphemed or
otherwise desecrated. (Think of the recent outrage caused by flag
burning and the effort to pass a constitutional amendment outlawing the
practice.) The rituals, ceremonies and pageantry of civic parades, pro-
cessions, and pilgrimages are all irradiated by Christian language,
symbols, and rituals. Through civic iconography and the collection of
national relics, we worship. We erect shrines in honor of national heroes
(civic saints) and monuments to commemorate those who died for their
country. We consecrate battlefields, sites of mass death, as holy places.22

Lincoln’s “Gettysburg Address” of  and Second Inaugural
Address of  are powerful examples of the third Christian-like com-
ponent of nationalism – its civic theology. And according to Hayes,
“[e]very national state has a ‘theology.’”23 He places theology in quota-
tion marks ostensibly to signal his misuse of the word, his metaphorical
expansion of what theology means. By theology he means official doc-
trines, precepts of the founding fathers, and “admonitions of the
national scriptures.” National scripture refers, presumably, to docu-
ments such as the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution.
This notion of theology demonstrates well how metaphors help us to see
things differently, by playing with differences, blurring distinctions, and
encouraging us to see one thing in terms of another. But it also shows
how metaphors can prevent us from seeing important differences by
undermining our ability to make distinctions that we want to make. And
so it is with Hayes’ claim that every nation has a theology.

Theology is a distinctively Christian practice, though a case can be
made for Jewish and Islamic theology. Beyond the “Abrahamic family,”
however, it is unclear that there are practices that, with any specificity,
can be called theology. Some might regard this point as pedantic or
excessively fastidious, but I beg to differ. Here again, Hayes’ language
obscures the distinctively Christian character of theology. It tempts us to
look in the wrong place, after a vague notion called the “religious sense,”
meanwhile ignoring the specificity of the tradition before us. Just as
important, this quest for the religious sense, the idea that theology is con-
stitutive of the religious as such, blinds us to the specificity of other tra-
ditions, to those features that make them different. It undermines our
ability to even ask certain questions. Do the nationalisms, for example,
of non-Christian, non-Abrahamic nations as a matter of fact have a
theology? Does theology as something other than a vagary make sense
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outside “monotheistic” assumptions? If they do, how do we account for
it? Can one account for it, as Hayes does, by reference to an essential
feature of human nature called the religious sense? Or is the religious
sense (and thus theology as a primordial–universal category) an artifact
of a thoroughly Western way of thinking called the theory of religion?

Again, my account is running ahead of itself, ahead of fully explicat-
ing, that is, Hayes’ notion of theology as a constitutive feature of nation-
alism. Before returning to that account, I should note that Said also
speaks of theology. But his comments are vague and widely scattered.
These references provide his analysis with a certain mood and tone, but
of themselves are not tools of analysis. He does not do with theology
what Marx does, even on the level of metaphor. Marx took full advan-
tage of his dialectical connection to Hegel’s “System” (which if anything
is a theo-logic) and to Feuerbach’s anthropological reduction of that phi-
losophy. Thus, when he says that the criticism of religion, after
Feuerbach’s critique of theology, is nearly complete, his words carry a
certain historical weight. Said’s invocation of theology does not have this
weight, nor does it do the ethical work that Nietzsche’s critique of the
ascetic priest does, or the ontological work that Heidegger’s critique of
ontotheology does. But it does do work that is similar to the political
work that is done by Hayes’ notion of theology. Said, I imagine, would
agree with the following: that theology refers to a nation’s representation
of itself, its highest ideas, its ideal self. It is precisely the issue of self-rep-
resentation, what Hayes calls national mythology, which he finds so
interesting if not vexing. In representing itself, the nation, through
nationalist ideology, perpetrates a fraud. Nationalist theology, which is
always a product of the intellectual class, “becomes a nationalist mythol-
ogy for the masses.” Here Hayes draws a distinction between what I had
previously conflated. Mythology is on a lower cognitive level than theol-
ogy, more credulous, as the masses are more credulous than intellectu-
als. Nationalist mythology is more vulgar than nationalist theology, the
former a vulgarization of the latter. The arbitrators in this process of
vulgarization are various media types such as “sentimental journalists
and emotional orators.” Present here is the idea that the intellectual class
manipulates the masses, presumably to serve their own interests.24 A few
decades later, Frantz Fanon, following Marx and Engels’ critique in the
German Ideology, would make a similar argument, although it is not intel-
lectuals per se but the national bourgeoisie in particular that he targets.
Nationalism, he argues, is class-based; nationalist ideology, in the long
term, serves the interests of the bourgeoisie.25 Whether Hayes is more
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concerned about the class implications of nationalist mythology or with
the fact that it plays with a truthful account of a nation’s history is
unclear.

We have now reached that part of Hayes’ account that restates the
questions with which this inquiry began. “Why are millions ready and
willing to lay down their lives for nationalism?” From where comes its
missionary zeal? The all-consuming love that it inspires in its disciples?
Hayes discounts the economic motive. Most people most of the time are
unwilling to give their lives for economic gain, which is not to say that
people are unwilling to take enormous risks for money. But that kind of
risk-taking is different from sacrifice; it is done with the prospect of
reward clearly in view. This is not to say that the idea of reward is absent
from a willingness to sacrifice one’s life, but clearly the idea of reward is
more uncertain here, more highly mediated. It is understandable, then,
that Hayes would turn to religion. After all, we are aware of religious
traditions that do require or incite a willingness to sacrifice one’s life.
Christians and Muslims, for hundreds of years and through many Cru-
sades, were willing to die and, perhaps more important, to kill, for their
respective religious traditions. Surely, if nowhere else, is not the religious
sense evident here? The problem with this claim is apparent in Hayes’
account itself. While this claim is true enough of Christianity and Islam
(and of Judaism to a lesser degree) it is far from being true of most relig-
ious traditions. Most religious traditions did not construct themselves
and were not constructed such that the kind of boundary-maintenance
and meticulous monitoring of practices and beliefs that are associated
to varying degrees with the Abrahamic traditions made sense. In some
traditions one can be religiously both x and y. On this point, Wilfred
Cantwell Smith makes the following observation:

Western and Muslim students tend to be baffled when they first learn that a
single Chinese may be and usually is a “Confucian”, a “Buddhist”, and a
“Taoist”. They cannot imagine how a person can “belong to three different
religions”, as they put it, at the same time. The perplexity arises not from some-
thing confused or bizarre about China so much as from the conceptualization
of religious systems, which is brought to bear but is evidently inappropriate.26

In traditions such as those that Smith describes, the intolerance of
religious others that is often characteristic of the Abrahamic traditions
is rare.27 This was the case, at any rate, before the raise of relatively
new phenomena such as Hindu and Buddhist nationalisms. Before the
rise of these new phenomena, the testimony of ethnographers and
other students of Hindu and Buddhist traditions among others, invar-
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iably, accents their tolerance of other traditions. These traditions were
not driven by a missionary zeal, an imperialist imperative, as were those
traditions in which the idea of dying or killing for one’s beliefs made
sense.

       

Part of the problem with Hayes’s notion of the religious sense, with the
very idea of religion itself, is the sheer elusiveness of the topic. How does
one circumscribe, delimit, or pen down the subject? This is another way
of asking the question “What is religion anyway?” I cannot address the
claims that Hayes makes about nationalism and religion without simul-
taneously saying something about what I take religion to be. This is
difficult for several reasons. Like most people who write about religion
and nationalism or religious nationalism, I take for granted something
called “religion.” But there are different ways of taking religion for
granted, and those differences have important consequences for one’s
analysis. Most accounts that I have read presuppose a primordial, essen-
tialist, universalist notion of religion, as if religion were something that
one finds “out there” as opposed to finding it in the workshops of
Western scholars. Religion, on this view, is something that explains why
people do what they do; why, for example, they are willing to fight, kill,
and die. Even critics who otherwise reject essentialist–universalist
notions write as if religion (apart from our self-conscious construction of
the category) explains something, namely, the willingness to fight, kill,
and die. I think that such notions of religion do some interesting and
useful work. Although their explanatory ambition may outstrip their
explanatory success, they still provide insights that we may otherwise not
have had. That people we call Hindu, for example, or those who prac-
tice what we call “traditional African religions,” have been willing to
fight, kill, and die is undeniable. Why this willingness should be called
religious, however, is far from clear. If religion means deep motivations,
“ultimate concerns,” those things for which we are willing to live and die,
then religion can explain anything and nothing. It explains nothing in
particular and truly is an “empty signifier.” On this reading, religion is
merely a redundant way of saying “The things for which people are
willing to fight, kill, and die.” Religion does not explain anything that we
did not already know. What religion is, on my view, has everything to do
with how the word religion is used; the meaning of religion, therefore, is
relative to the purposes of those who use the word. Religion has its

The religious effects of culture: nationalism 



meaning in the language (devotional, scientific, declamatory, laudatory,
and so on) of which it is part.

Garth Fowden’s analysis of monotheism28 in late antiquity provides
an account of why some traditions are more likely to underwrite the
will to fight, kill, and die than others. The upshot of Fowden’s argu-
ment is that features internal to the Abrahamic traditions of Judaism,
Christianity, and Islam, but especially the latter two, account for this
difference. According to Fowden, “knowledge of the One God both
justifies the exercise of imperial power and makes it more effective.” He
argues that this conviction defined the world of late antiquity, by which
he means “the period between the second-century peak of Rome’s
prosperity and the ninth-century onset of the Islamic Empire’s decline.”
Constantine placed this Christian-derived monologic “at the center of
Roman political ideology.” His persecution of “polytheistic cults”
should not surprise us, given the Constantinian logic of one God, one
empire, and one emperor. According to Fowden, this political–religious
universalism “provided the nascent Christian empire’s motive energy.
While monotheism may have been necessary for the rise of religious
and political universalism, it was not sufficient. Such universalism is
more likely, however, under monotheistic conditions. But universalism
may be possible without monotheism and monotheism does not neces-
sarily lead to imperialism. This highlights an important difference
within monotheism, between Judaism on one side and Christianity and
Islam on the other. Whether Judaism was a missionary religion or not
(a question I do not propose to settle or even get into), its consequences
in “world-historical” terms are fundamentally different from those of
its younger kin. There is no significant Jewish history of world conquest
and empire; there has never been a Jewish commonwealth. On the
other hand, while noting the Islamic Empire’s relative tolerance of
internal dissenters, Fowden draws parallels between Muhammad and
Constantine, but does not deny important differences between the two.
Both see themselves as religious functionaries. Muhammad is Allah’s
prophet and Constantine is a latter-day apostle. Both construe imperial
conquest – one God, one empire, one messenger – as missionary
work.29

The novelty of Christianity, and I shall add Islam as Fowden does else-
where in the book, was its missionary aggressiveness and exclusive self-
understanding; a fact that was readily apparent to others during late
antiquity. Following Fowden, I take Matthew :  as the “proof-text”
of Christian universalism: “All authority in heaven and on earth has
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been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, bap-
tizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy
Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you.” These
words (and whether Jesus really said them or not is irrelevant) are the
foundation text of Christianity’s missionary zeal. “In the medieval and
modern worlds monotheism continued to fertilize the discourse of cul-
tural and political conquest and colonialism. Those who worshiped the
only God saw themselves as by definition the only people who knew how
to live fully human lives.” This assumption, which was second nature to
Muslims and Eastern Christians, also inspired Western Christians, who
“conquered the world, including much of Eastern Christendom and
Islam.” Fowden traces this “Western discourse of conquest and coloni-
alism” to the monotheistic-universalism of late antiquity.30

Consider, in light of Fowden’s analysis, Said’s comments on the role
of Palestine in the sacred geography of the three monotheistic religions:

We are drenched in religion, only a tiny corner of which we see, only a small
part of which concerns us. What a fate for Palestine: to have attracted the relig-
ious imagination and the dramas of the apocalypse not just once, but three
times: Judaism, Christianity, Islam, the latter the most austere, least known, and
most abominated. Lift off the veneer of religious cant – which speaks of the
“best and noblest in the Judaic, Christian, or Muslim tradition,” in perfectly
interchangeable phrases – and a seething cauldron of outrageous fables is
revealed, seething with several bestiaries, streams of blood, and innumerable
corpses.

Said is left aghast by the “utter madness” of what Christian fundamen-
talists believe will occur in this most contested of holy places:

According to the scenario proposed by these fundamentalist Christians, Russia
and Israel – Gog and Magog – will have an apocalyptic final battle, which
Russia will win, until Jesus intervenes (but not soon enough to prevent the death
of all Jews; Arabs do not seem to figure in it at all). In the meantime, the true
Christians will be suspended over Israel, above the battle, in Raptures, and after
the fighting is over Jesus will restore them to Jerusalem, from which they will
rule the world.

These Christian insanities, he argues, find their complement in the
equally insane views of Jewish fundamentalists of the Third Temple
Movement and the zealots of Gush Emuim:

Not for nothing then has the Islamic chorus risen in response, like a specter in
one of Blake’s visions or Shelley’s late apocalyptic poems, intended to make you
lose the thread of argument and grasp only the terrifying vague, blood-dripping
imagery. Jihad and Islamic law have the reactive forces to stimulate young men

The religious effects of culture: nationalism 



and women for such suicidal struggle as the politics of secular liberation has
never dreamed of. (ALS –)31

It is the specificity of the monotheistic history that Fowden narrates
and its contemporary consequences, which Said describes, that account
for the “will to fight, kill and die.” Only through a vague conceptual
abstraction and reification called the “religious” do we get notions such
as “religious nationalism.” Only by abstracting from the dynamics pro-
duced by the missionary incursions of Christianity and Islam upon cul-
tural practices that we construct as religious, such as those of the Indian
subcontinent, can we refer to generalities such as religious or Hindu
nationalism. I am not saying that there is not Hindu nationalism. Rather,
I follow Wilfred Cantwell Smith who argues that a distinct tradition
called Hinduism recognized by people who called themselves Hindu was
produced by Islamic incursion, pressure, and conflict and later by the
Western theory of religion in association with Western colonial admin-
istration.32 So it is the specificity of traditions called Hindu, which is a
placeholder for the historical circumstances and events that I just
described, that is doing the conceptual and explanatory work and not
the idea of the “religious.” My speculative thesis is that the imperatives
of survival forced many traditions to remake themselves in the image of
Christianity and Islam. Hinduism and “Hindu subjects” were produced
through Islamic and Christian power/knowledge, that is, through impe-
rial conquest, administration, and the production of Western scholar-
ship. On that point, I return to Hayes’ account of religion and
nationalism.33

In the following passage, Hayes expresses views that are similar to
mine. “Vastly more men perished in the recent four-year War of the
Nations [World War I] than in the four centuries of mediaeval Christian
Crusades.” This is certainly true, and I do not believe that technological
advances in the arts of war lessen the importance of this claim. For what
this claim acknowledges is a gross disproportion between the levels of
religiously inspired sacrifice and sacrifice for the nation. In short, Hayes’
own account provides an argument for the qualitative difference
between the willingness to die for one’s religion and the willingness to
die for one’s nation.34 Here religious sentiment cannot account for the
intensity and scope of national sentiment. This is true even for
Christianity and Islam. As we all know, Christians of one nation, state,
or nation-state are quite willing to kill Christians of other nations, for
their nation. The same is true of Muslims. Perhaps Hayes’ account can
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be rescued by arguing that nationalism broadens and intensifies a fun-
damentally religious sense. The problem here is providing a notion of
the religious sense that is not, for all the reasons I have previously given,
vacuous. His notion of religion, furthermore, is as confusing as it is
vacuous. Nationalism, as his stirring and concluding rebuke suggests, is
religious in that it inspires strong emotions, but antireligious as a moral
phenomenon. “Nationalism as a religion inculcates neither charity nor
justice; it is proud, not humble; and it signally fails to universalize human
aims.” And what of its other failures? Nationalists reject Paul’s revolu-
tionary message that in Christ “there is neither Jew nor Greek.” Instead,
they affirm “the primitive doctrine that there shall be Jew and Greek,
only that now there shall be Jew and Greek more quintessentially than
ever.” Hayes concludes this Christian allegory saying: “Nationalism’s
kingdom is frankly of this world, and its attainment involves tribal
selfishness and vainglory, a particularly ignorant and tyrannical intoler-
ance, – and war.” Nationalism brings the sword not peace. Its conse-
quences are militarism, international war, and intolerance.35

Hayes was a younger contemporary of Durkheim. Durkheim’s work
preceded Hayes’ earliest essays on nationalism by more than a decade.
Yet, he offers a remarkably similar assessment of the violence-producing
power of nationalist sentiment. He also takes the French Revolution as
his example. For Durkheim, the Revolution is the most explicit illustra-
tion of the apotheosis of society by society, its “ability to make itself a
god or to create gods.”36 Like Hayes, he cites the deification of ideas such
as Liberty and Reason and the establishment of civic dogmas, liturgies,
and feast days in honor of the Fatherland. The indissoluble connection
between religion and national sentiment is captured in the following
passage:

Under the influence of some great collective shock in certain historical periods,
social interactions become much more frequent and active. Individuals seek one
another out and come together more. The result is the general effervescence
that is characteristic of revolutionary or creative epochs. The result of that
heightened activity is a general stimulation of individual energies. People live
differently and more intensely than in normal times. The changes are not
simply of nuance and degree; man himself becomes something other than what
he was. He is stirred by passions so intense that they can be satisfied only by
violence and extreme acts: by acts of superhuman heroism or bloody barbar-
ism. This explains the Crusades, for example, as well as so many sublime or
savage moments in the French Revolution. We see the most mediocre or harm-
less bourgeois transformed by the general exaltation into a hero or an execu-
tioner. And the mental processes are so clearly the same as those at the root of
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religion that the individuals themselves conceived the pressure they yielded to
in explicitly religious terms.37

This passage recalls Said’s description of religious–cultural effects as
“organized collective passions whose social and intellectual results are
often disastrous” (WTC ). It also recalls Hayes, who regards interna-
tional war, militarism, and intolerance as the consequences of national-
ism. These consequences, both Hayes’ accent on militarism and
intolerance and Durkheim’s notion of the “morbid inflation of the
will,”38 are what Said calls the “religious effects of culture.” For Said,
nationalism and imperialism, as religious–cultural effects, go hand in
hand. The Gulf War is a textbook example. This is an argument that I
address in the following chapter. But, in anticipation of that argument,
I note Said’s disquietude with the dispatch and mindless conformity that
characterized America’s decision to go to war against Iraq in . This
includes the demonizing of Saddam Hussein, which is not to say that he
is not an evil man, the vilification of the Iraqi people, the reduction of
Islam to fundamentalism and fundamentalism to fanaticism and terror,
all of which were attributed to the irrationality of the Arab mind. All of
this was confirmed by an endless parade of “experts” solemnly
pontificating on the hell-hole that is the Islamic world. Like Hayes, Said
sees nationalism as a social acid that destroys more inclusive, universal,
and heterogenous forms of social life. But he is more sophisticated than
Hayes, recognizing as he does that nationalist solidarity is bought at the
expense of intragroup differences. Nationalism is both social glue and
social acid, binding the group, the nation, by dissolving and denying
internal differences. Unlike Durkheim, he recognizes that nationalism-
as-religion does more than bind people together. It simultaneously pro-
duces and represses intracultural differences in pernicious ways.

This pernicious and paradoxical production and repression of
differences drives Said’s account of the Iranian Revolution, the estab-
lishment of an Islamic Republic, and the predicament of his Iranian
friend to whom I referred at the beginning of the chapter. His friend’s
failure was an intellectual failure. The proximate cause of failure was the
religious character of his commitments. He betrayed the intellectual
vocation by becoming a priest in the temple of nationalism; when this
god failed him, as indeed gods always fail, he turned to other gods. Now,
after nearly ten years in exile and shortly after the end of the Gulf War,
he had concluded that Western imperialism was preferable to Iraqi
fascism. For a mind clouded by Manichaean visions, no alternatives were
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imaginable. This “dogmatizing” of the intellect, which elicits the
consent of even the best and the brightest, is a consequence of nation-
alism as religious–cultural effect. Said’s friend disappears from the nar-
rative at this point, but Said tries to make sense of his friend’s experience
by placing it in the larger context of twentieth-century political and
ideological conversions (RI , ). He writes his friend’s experience
into Richard Crossman’s Cold War book, The God That Failed.

Like the Western intellectuals whose enchantment and disenchant-
ment with Soviet Marxism the book chronicles, Said’s friend experi-
enced his own conversion to and apostasy from Iranian and Arab
nationalism. Only now, to paraphrase Crossman, could he recognize
Western angels having met Iranian and Arab devils. Said dismisses
Crossman’s account as a cheap morality play, the implication being that
intellectuals should not be moved by such considerations. When they are
moved by these considerations, the reasoned work of the intellectual life
is displaced by soul-making and priestcraft, the consequences of which
can only be baleful. This desire to make new souls accounts for disasters
such as the Soviet show trials, the mass purges, and the Gulag
Archipelago. This is what occurs when the intellectual sells his secular
birthright for a bowl of religious porridge. This “selling-out,” under
difficult circumstances to be sure, reproduces the circumstances that
produce it. The behavior of Said’s friend during the Gulf Crisis mir-
rored the behavior of Crossman’s intellectuals; his anti-Iraqi and anti-
Muslim hysteria was their anticommunist hysteria, both contributing to
the hysteria that produced them – evangelical in their efforts, self-muti-
lating in their public performances. In trying to make sense of
Crossman’s intellectuals and no doubt of his friend, Said asks “Why as
an intellectual did you believe in a god anyway?” As he is quick to add,
what he is criticizing is not religious belief per se, which is “both under-
standable and deeply personal,” but dogmatism. This aside is no doubt
sincere, but, as a matter of practice, religion in Said’s account is little
more than a metaphor for dogmatism and violence. Here the reader
should keep in mind that, for Said, the enchantment and disenchant-
ment of the intellectual are but a microcosm of larger religious–cultural
effects. Thus the nationalist debacle in the former Yugoslavia with its
ethnic cleansing and mass slaughter is terrible but exemplary of nation-
alism as religious–cultural effect, of politics as missionary zeal and
Manichaean vision (RI –).
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The religious effects of culture: Orientalism

It is quite clear which color is a hundred times more important for
a genealogist than blue: namely grey, which is to say, that which can
be documented, which can actually be confirmed and has actually
existed, in short, the whole, long, hard–to–decipher hieroglyphic
script of man’s moral past! 

(Friedrich Nietzsche, The Genealogy of Morality, pp. –)

Genealogy does not oppose itself to history as the lofty and pro-
found gaze of the philosopher might compare to the molelike per-
spective of the scholar; on the contrary, it rejects the metahistorical
deployment of ideal significations and indefinite teleologies. It
opposes itself to the search for “origins.”

(Michel Foucault, Language, Counter-Memory, Practice, p. )

I have found it useful here to employ Michel Foucault’s notion of a
discourse, as described by him in The Archaeology of Knowledge
and in Discipline and Punish, to identify Orientalism. My conten-
tion is that without examining Orientalism as a discourse one
cannot possibly understand the enormously systematic discipline
by which European culture was able to manage – and even produce
– the Orient politically, sociologically, militarily, ideologically,
scientifically, and imaginatively during the post-Enlightenment
period.

(Edward Said, Orientalism, p. )

         

By the late eighteenth century, “the classifications of mankind were
systematically multiplied as the possibilities of designation and deriva-
tion were refined beyond the categories of what Vico called Gentile and
sacred nations; race, color, origin, temperament, character, and types
overwhelmed the distinction between Christians and everyone else” (O
). I place the following gloss on Said’s point: racialized descriptions





of national identity, as exemplified by David Hume’s essay “Of National
Characters” with its infamous footnote on the incapacities of Negroes,
displaced religious descriptions. The modern, secularizing categories of
race, nation, and culture displaced the medieval category of religio, filling
the existential paradigms of Christianity with new content.1 Under the
secular rubrics of race and nation, religious emplotments of human
history and destiny “were reconstituted, redeployed, redistributed” (O
–). Among the most important bearers of the old existential par-
adigm was Orientalism, which Said describes as the dominant ideolog-
ical frame of Western man. Orientalism, about which I shall say more
later, provided a vocabulary and set of techniques that never lost their
religious birthmarks, their status as “a reconstructed religious impulse,”
a naturalized supernaturalism (O ). Said gets his idea of natural
supernaturalism from M. H. Abrams who describes it as a romantic
reaction to “the rationalism and decorum of the Enlightenment.” He
also regards it as a reversion:

to the stark drama and suprarational mysteries of the Christian story and doc-
trines and to the violent conflicts and abrupt reversals of the Christian inner
life, turning on the extremes of destruction and creation, hell and heaven, exile
and paradise regained . . . But since they lived inescapably after the
Enlightenment, Romantic writers revived these ancient matters with a
difference: they undertook to save the overview of human history and destiny,
the existential paradigms, and the cardinal values of their religious heritage, by
reconstituting them in a way that would make them intellectually acceptable, as
well as emotionally pertinent, for the time being.2

Abrams is part of the discourse of secularization, enunciated by Max
Weber’s The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, reconfigured by
Karl Löwith’s Meaning in History, refined by Hans Blumenburg’s The
Legitimacy of the Modern Age, and ostensibly deconstructed by John
Milbank’s Theology and Social Theory. Weber’s classic account of secular-
ization is part of the often unproblematic background of contempo-
rary thought. On his account, the logic of Protestant Christianity’s
“inner-worldly asceticism” led to the triumph of industrial capitalism,
instrumental–bureaucratic rationality and the disenchantment (what
Nietzsche calls nihilism) of the modern world. In even darker language,
it produced Weber’s iron cage, Adorno’s administered society, and
Foucault’s carceral society. Said has this process of discipline, adminis-
tration, and incarceration in mind when he construes Orientalism as a
discourse of power, knowledge, and redemption. But this is not all that
he has in mind. Löwith’s reconfiguration of Weber’s secularization thesis
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(modernity as the secularization of Christian ideas) provides the philo-
sophical rationale, by way of Abrams, for Said’s account of Orientalism
as secular Christian theology. Perhaps the most important of these sec-
ularized ideas is redemption, which has an ambiguous shape in Said’s
account. The Orient is both object and subject of redemption, the
Orientalist both missionary and pilgrim. As missionary, the Orientalist
was a hero who saved the Orient from obscurity, alienation, and strange-
ness, who restored a paradise lost. The Orientalist reconstructed lan-
guages, mores, ways of thinking and restored the ancient, classical
Orient through the “specific Orientalist techniques” of lexicography,
grammar, translation, and cultural decoding. By reconstructing the clas-
sical Orient through the tools of the human sciences, the Orientalist
transformed the Orient into an object of anthropological and philolog-
ical knowledge. “In short, having transported the Orient into modernity,
the Orientalist could celebrate his method, and his position, as that of a
secular creator, a man who made new worlds as God had once made the
old” (O ). As pilgrim, the Orientalist luxuriated in the ancient wisdom
of the mysterious East and there found restoration.

Here I pause and note a tension in Said’s analysis between genealogy
and metahistory. In what by now is a twice-told tale, Hayden White
argues that the historian prefigures the historical field. She never
encounters historical events “in the raw” as “brute facts.” There is
always already some notion of the kind of story that should be told. This
prefiguring is metahistorical or tropological, the most important tropes
being metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche, and irony. According to White,
these tropes prefigure four ideal–typical styles of historiography. Each
style is a combination of modes of emplotment (or narrative), modes of argu-
ment and modes of ideological implication. A history prefigured by the meta-
phor trope would have a romantic form of emplotment, be formist
(concerned with morphology) in argument, and anarchist in ideological
implication. In contrast, the metonymy trope has a tragic form of
emplotment, a mechanistic style of argument, and has radical ideologi-
cal implications. I will come back to these two historiographical styles in
a moment.

As White is quick to point out, these styles are ideal types. One is
unlikely to encounter them in pure form. The more sophisticated the
historian, whether professional or amateur, the less likely they are to
conform to type. Thus Hegel’s historiographical style was complex:
tragic on the microcosmic level and comic on the macrocosmic level.
Some combinations, according to White, are counterintuitive if not
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impossible. “The very idea of a Romantic Satire represents a contradic-
tion in terms.”3 Let me hasten to add that I am not bound by every detail
and assumption of White’s account. I do not regard the preconceptual
level that White identifies as a “deep-structure” that is outside historical
contingencies. So his model is useful to me only as a heuristic device to
illuminate Said’s critical practice in Orientalism.4 Said, as I interpret him,
emplots Orientalism as tragic-romance, an ostensibly redemptive
project in which the Orient is restored to its past glory and the
Orientalist is spiritually regenerated. But the price of redemption is high
and is paid by the brutal and “primitive accumulation” of the territories,
cultures, and bodies of the Oriental other. According to Said, these
bloody pursuits of identity and capital accumulation represent a secu-
larization of Christian theology, a tragic twist on the romance of
redemption. Or to quote him directly:

My thesis is that the essential aspects of modern Orientalist theory and praxis
(from which present–day Orientalism derives) can be understood, not as a
sudden access of objective knowledge about the Orient, but as a set of struc-
tures inherited from the past, secularized, redisposed, and re–formed by such
disciplines as philology, which in turn were naturalized, and laicized substitutes
for (or versions of) Christian supernaturalism. (O )

Said traces the theme of the Orientalist as recreator and redeemer in
the work of Silvestre de Sacy and Ernest Renan, which he holds as
exemplary of the way in which Orientalist disciplines such as philology
and anthropology were, as noted above, “naturalized and laicized sub-
stitutes for (or versions of) Christian supernaturalism.” If Said emplots
Orientalism as a romance, there is nothing simple about it, as it clearly
has a tragic dimension. This is evident in Said’s contention that
Orientalism is “a crucial elaboration” of the greatest act of “primitive
accumulation” that the world has ever seen. Here Said speaks of the age
of empire, of European imperialism and colonialism. He claims that
Orientalism tended fatally (I would say tragically) toward “the system-
atic accumulation of human beings and territories” (O –).

To make sense of this logic of accumulation, Said supplements Marx
with Foucault. Orientalism, he argues, is a discourse. Here Said refers to
Foucault’s technical description of that term in The Archaeology of
Knowledge and Discipline and Punish. Under this description, discourse
(discursive formations) is not merely language, but a distinctive relation
of words and things, a distinctive way of talking and acting. In
Archaeology, Foucault develops an elaborate description of discourse,
which includes a rich but arcane terminology. Though he abandons
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most of this terminology in subsequent work, traces of it remain evident
throughout. I will not reproduce Foucault’s description of discourse
here. For a detailed description, the reader can refer to the primary texts
or to the voluminous secondary literature.5 I will provide an assessment
of Foucault’s views where clarity demands or where those views bear in
a crucial way on Said’s analysis of Orientalism.

Orientalism refers to the East, and the East, according to Said, is a
product of the “imaginative geography” of those people who came to
know themselves, their culture and territories as European and later as
the West. This distinction between East and West is a way of investing
space with a many-ramified meaning. Beyond the domain of this
imaginative investment of space, but always in concert with it, is the
occupation and command of territory by armed force and imper-
ial administration. The Orient is the distorted mirror-image of the
Occident – the image, so to speak, which Dorian Gray saw peering back
at him from the mirror. In less foundationalist language, it is the quintes-
sential Western representation of otherness, the constitutive other of the
West, that without which there would be no West. In summary, Said
defines Orientalism as () an area of academic study that ranges alpha-
betically from anthropology to sociology and beyond, () a distinctive
ontology and epistemology, and () a corporate institution that deals with
the Orient through the statements, authoritative views, and descriptions
that it makes, and through the Orientalist knowledge and the rationale
for colonial occupation and administration that it provides. Orientalism
is a Western style of domination and authority, through which the
Orient is restructured (O –).6

If Orientalism is a discourse, then one of its constitutive functions is
what Foucault calls enunciative modalities.7 These are rules of discursive for-
mation that determine who speaks, the authority with which they speak,
and the institutional site from which they speak – all of which are
“subject–positions” (speaker, addressee, authorized, nonauthorized) that
a person might occupy. Here, Foucault continues his battle against the
sovereign, constitutive subject that Kant constructs in Critique of Pure
Reason. Foucault rejects the notion of a subject who synthesizes or unifies
the Kantian manifold of sensibility. On the contrary, enunciative modal-
ities represent the dispersion of the subject, that is, the various
subject–positions that she can occupy or be assigned when speaking.
Foucault wants to abandon any attempt to describe discourse as express-
ing subjectivity.8 Rather than expressing the synthetic activities of a con-
stitutive subject, verbal expressions are ciphers “for a field of regularity
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for various positions of subjectivity.”9 On this point, Said makes his most
important revision of Foucault’s analysis and the one that has generated
the most critical scrutiny. He argues for the constitutive power of the
author in Orientalist discourse. If nowhere else, he argues, the author in
Orientalist discourse has a decisive role in what is otherwise a body of
anonymous texts (O ).

Said doubts the accuracy of Foucault’s claims for the enunciative
function of discourse. He doubts its exclusive power to produce and
position the subject, at least for Orientalism. He resolutely rejects
Foucault’s “anti-humanism,” but at the cost of what some regard as
incoherence.10 Despite Foucault’s strictures against the constitutive
power of the author and the transcendental or constitutive subject, Said
insists that certain Orientalist authors, such as Silvestre de Sacy and
Ernest Renan, are discourse formative. This claim is often viewed as a
deviation from Foucauldian orthodoxy. It is not clear to me why it should
be, in as much as Foucault himself speaks of “founders of discursivity.”
Said’s basic intuition seems correct: a discursive analysis of subjectivity,
by itself, is inadequate. Or, to put this another way, what some analysts
call a discursive analysis of subjectivity is inadequate when it does not
allow for certain kinds of authors. On Foucault’s view, or at least on one
of them, authors both produce and are produced by discourse, both use
and are artifacts of the language that they use. The concept of “found-
ers of discursivity” can only be understood in this sense. According to
Foucault, Marx and Freud are such founders. They not only spoke
within the archives of their times, but reshaped their respective archives
and produced an endless possibility of discourse. To put it another way, they
made it possible for us to think differently. Thus they are authors of a
special sort. Foucault takes psychoanalysis as an example of what this
special kind of authorship can produce. He argues that the founding “of
a discursive practice is heterogeneous to its subsequent transforma-
tions,” so one cannot limit the meaning of psychoanalysis to Freud’s
founding act.11 On the other hand, this founding act makes psychoana-
lytic discourse possible. This, it seems to me, provides a partial opening,
within Foucault’s own framework, for the kind of author that Said wants
to posit in his account of Orientalism.12

On Said’s view, Sacy and Renan are authors of this special sort; they
have a privileged place, as authors, in Orientalist discourse. He describes
Sacy as the father of Orientalism, “a self-aware inaugurator,” who
created “the fundamental epistemological rules”13 governing the behav-
ior of subsequent Orientalists. Sacy was the originator, the founder of
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Orientalism, Renan the architect. Renan played Lenin to Sacy’s Marx,
routinizing Sacy’s charisma. In line with his self-described “hybrid per-
spective” on discourse and the author, Said argues that Renan was
neither totally original nor totally derivative. He was a significant
Orientalist whose cultural force is irreducible to his personality or his
ideas. He was “a dynamic force” who worked within the lines, paradigm,
and vocabulary that trailblazers like Sacy created. Renan must be under-
stood, Said contends, as a model of intellectual and cultural praxis, the
model for how Orientalist statements were made within the archive that
defined his time (O ,). In this way, Said registers his reservations
about the poststructuralist dissolution of the subject – the Cartesian
subject that thinks its existence and the Kantian subject that constructs
the objective world – that Foucault enunciates so powerfully in The Order
of Things.

One of the more important elements of Foucault’s discursive theory
is the archive, which he describes “as the general system of the forma-
tion and transformation of statements.”14 It is not a Kantian transcen-
dental ideal from which discursive orders and regularities can be
deduced. The archive, rather, is a lexicon of every statement that has
been made in a particular society. It is a historical a priori – that is, the accu-
mulation of specific historical events and antecedent circumstances –
that constrains what can be said and who can say it. The archive can be
described as “the library of libraries,” but only if we allow for the loss,
theft, alteration, substitution, and the addition of texts. It organizes
statements into particular discursive formations, with specific orders and
regularities. Foucault speaks “of clinical discourse, economic discourse,
the discourse of natural history, psychiatric discourse.”15 Following
Foucault, Said speaks of Orientalist discourse. Only in one respect, and
even here one has to assume much, does Said’s analysis of Orientalism
lack the care, rigor, and specificity of Foucault’s genealogies. This occurs
when he herds multiple discourses together under the rubric of
Orientalism, discourses that are discrete both spatially and temporally.
When Said does this, assuming a strictly Foucauldian set of premises, his
discourse analysis goes awry. It becomes a highly inflated version of
Foucault’s idea. But this is true only if Foucault’s notion of genealogy is
beyond criticism and revision. To accord it that kind of status, as James
Clifford apparently does, is to construe it as scripture.

According to Clifford, “One cannot combine within the same analytic
totality both personal statements and discursive statements, even though
they may be lexically identical.” This is a curious statement: so let us be
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clear about what Clifford is saying, namely, that ideological analysis and
discursive analysis are mutually exclusive as are authorial subjects and
the subjects of anonymous discourses. To choose one is to foreclose the
possibility of choosing the other. He claims, contrary to Said, that this
mutual exclusivity is a methodological rather than an empirical point.
Thus it does not matter, methodologically speaking, that Orientalists
authors such as Sacy and Renan mattered. Clifford’s assertions may be
true. But how would we know?16 He gives us no reason to take what he
says as true aside from merely asserting that it is. If this assertion relies
on claims that Foucault makes, what is the status of those claims? Are we
to take them on faith? Only if Foucault is taken as the inspired author (how
ironic is that?) of sacred texts can assertions such as Clifford’s be made
so dogmatically. For surely the point of Orientalism is to revise Foucault’s
notion of discourse, methodologically, in light of the empirical evidence.
Thus, to say that Said’s genealogy “deviates” from Foucault’s genealo-
gies is to say that it is more like the genealogies of Nietzsche. Both
Nietzsche and Said are more interested in the distinctive signatures of
individual authors – which is not a methodological mistake but a
difference in methodological accent – than they are in the constitutive
powers of anonymous discourses. Neither is afraid to engage in ad
hominem arguments where such arguments are appropriate, as icing on
their argumentative cake.17 Both paint with a broad brush, and their
primary colors are black and white.18

Back to Foucault’s notion of discourse, especially as developed in
Archaeology, from which Said draws directly when he refers to Oriental-
ism as “a library or archive of information.” He uses Ian Hacking’s
term, “family of ideas,” to account for the unity of the archive (O ).
This is an obvious revision of Foucault’s description of the archive as a
sovereign power, which is constituted by everything that has been said in
a given society. In describing how the West, since antiquity, has come to
know the Near East as Other, Said names the following markers: the
Bible, Christianity, Marco Polo, Mandeville, and Islam. From the litera-
ture that belonged to these experiences an archive of Orientalist state-
ments was built. A limited number of statements provided the lenses
through which the Orient was experienced, and they shaped the lan-
guage through which the encounter between East and West took place
(O ).

Said appears to conflate the discourse of Orientalism with the
“European archive,” if one can speak of such; he, apparently, thinks that
one can. So he speaks as if they are the same thing. But his position on
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the archive may not be as important as it would otherwise be, given the
greater influence of Discipline and Punish on his description of Oriental-
ism. Only traces of the rich conceptual scheme of the Archaeology are
evident in Orientalism. But these traces are very rich indeed. Said refers
frequently (though his language is not always explicit) to the Western
archive, the Oriental as an object of discourse, Orientalist scholarship as an
enunciative modality, Oriental despotism and irrationality as conceptual forma-
tions. He also refers to the strategic choices that produce, on different spatial
planes, incompatible objects, authoritative subject positions, and con-
cepts. More important than any discrete element for Said is Foucault’s
general category of discourse. As he says in the epigram at the beginning
of this chapter, Orientalism cannot be understood without the category
discourse, without the systematic discipline that it presupposed, and the
distinctive relation between the exercise of power and the production of
forms of knowledge (power/knowledge) that it represents. But his failure
to explain how a discourse produced “during the post-Enlightenment
period” could have anything to do with Dante, much less Aeschylus,
weakens his argument and underscores the metahistorical character of
Orientalism, as Foucault describes the term in the introductory epigram
and as Hayden White describes it in Metahistory. On this point, it would
appear, Said inflates his currency beyond effective use (O ).

To reiterate, Orientalism is several things: a collection of academic
disciplines, an ontology, epistemology, and a discourse. In developing his
description of discourse, Said appropriates Foucault’s ideas of discipline
and power/knowledge. By discipline, Foucault means those methods of
modern punitive power that establish meticulous control over the body,
assuring its constant subjection by imposing a relation “of docility –
utility.”19 Discipline, that is, makes human bodies docile and useful, and
advertises their availability for political, economic, and cultural uses of
many kinds. As an aspect of power/knowledge, discipline is the notion
that power and knowledge imply one another. There are no power rela-
tions, according to Foucault, without corresponding fields of knowledge,
nor is there “knowledge that does not presuppose and constitute at the
same time power relations.” This political, military, and cultural ensem-
ble, and the field of knowledge that it creates, is what Foucault calls
power/knowledge. Subjects are constituted by power/knowledge rela-
tions, which represent an inversion of the Kantian notion of the constit-
utive subject and, therefore, a reconstruction of the relation between
subjectivity and discourse – which in Foucault’s technical sense is the
relation of language and everything else.20
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The representative figures of Orientalism as power/knowledge are
Napoleon and Description de l’Egypte – the massive study that he com-
missioned in preparation for his conquest of Egypt. The conquest and
the study established the paradigm for Orientalism as a discourse of
power/knowledge. Said accepts Foucault’s critique of the “vulgar”
Marxist view, where ideology rationalizes domination after the fact.
Thus Egypt was an object of Napoleon’s imperial desire, which was an
imaginative construct derived from experiences “that belong to the
realm of ideas and myths culled from texts,” before it became an object
of conquest. “His plans for Egypt therefore became the first in a long
series of European encounters with the Orient in which the Oriental-
ist’s special expertise was put directly to functional colonial use.” The
Description de l’Egypte and Napoleon’s military engulfment of Egypt
were two aspects and instruments of Western power/knowledge (O ,
).

A speech by Arthur James Balfour before the House of Commons on
 June  is a restatement of the power/knowledge relation that
the Napoleonic expedition had enunciated. Said characterizes that
speech as follows:
England knows Egypt; Egypt is what England knows; England knows that Egypt
cannot have self-government; England confirms that by occupying Egypt; for
the Egyptians, Egypt is what England has occupied and now governs; foreign
occupation therefore becomes “the very basis” of contemporary Egyptian civ-
ilization; Egypt requires, indeed, insists upon British occupation. (O )

Orientalism operates with what Said calls a textual attitude, which
reduces “the swarming, unpredictable, and problematic mess in which
human beings live” to textual representations, to what books say (O
–). What these texts contain, along with the discourse and the
archive that regulate them, are a collection of statements that constitute
the objects, subject positions, concepts, and themes of Orientalist dis-
course. A short list of these statements includes descriptions of
Orientals as gullible, lethargic, and suspicious, as inveterate liars
who lack directness, clarity, initiative, and nobility. The Oriental is con-
structed as an object of discourse by statements such as: “Orientals are
irrational, depraved, and childlike.” Orientalist statements refer to
things that are Oriental in terms of a constitutive and irremediable lack
of peacefulness, liberality, logic, and virtue. Many Orientalist state-
ments begin with the adjective “Oriental.” There are Oriental tales, an
Oriental personality, despotism, mode of production, and atmosphere.
Running through Orientalist discourse as a common thread is a
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fundamental ontological and epistemological presupposition that is
captured well by Rudyard Kipling’s famous claim, which I paraphrase:
the East is East and West is West and the gulf between the two cannot
be bridged. These statements (and the system of knowledge production
that they support, along with the power of European and American
military domination, bureaucratic administration, and technologies of
discipline) constitute Orientalism.

Absent from this list are positive statements about the Orient. Said does
not deny that such statements are part of Orientalist discourse, but they
are at odds with his purpose, which is to expose the dominant contours of
Orientalist discourse and the way that Orientalist othering structures
both positive and negative representations (O –, –, , ,
–). The charge that Said neglects the sympathetic tradition of
Orientalism is a common criticism. In his review of Orientalism, Albert
Hourani takes Said to task, questioning his fairness and balance, and
offers specific criticisms that would be reiterated by subsequent commen-
tators. For example, he asks the following question: “But can it be that
he himself has fallen into the trap which he has exposed, and has sunk
human differences in an abstract concept called ‘Orientalism’?” This is
a prototype of the charge of “Occidentalism.” Said’s writing, according
to Hourani, “is forceful and brilliant (sometimes too forceful for comfort;
sometimes too brilliant too be clear).” This ironic phrasing cannot
conceal a clear rebuke; it is a prototype of the charge that Orientalism is a
coarse polemic. Hourani defends a certain tradition of Orientalist schol-
arship on Islam, as exemplified by Louis Massignon, against Said’s fierce
attack. “Within the limits of this work, those whom the world calls
‘Orientalist’ were not guilty of what Mr. Said calls ‘Orientalism.’” This
criticism is a prototype of the charge of reductionism.21

  :  ,  ,


Hourani’s review is the first in a series of critiques that are, perhaps, the
most influential commentaries on Orientalism. That list includes the fol-
lowing:

 Albert Hourani, “The Road to Morocco”
 S. J. al-’Azm, “Orientalism and Orientalism in Reverse”
 Dennis Porter, “Orientalism and its Problems”
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 Paul Bové, Intellectuals in Power
 James Clifford, “On Orientalism,” in Predicament of Culture
 Robert Young, “Disorienting Orientalism,” in White Mythologies
 Aijaz Ahmad, “Orientalism and After,” from In Theory.

These texts run the gamut, from the thoughtful to the less than thought-
ful, from Hourani to Ahmad, with much ambivalence in between.
Ambivalence would seem to be the enabling condition of what Foucault
calls “discursivity.” Marx and Freud, as I remarked earlier, are founders
of discursivity. Their status has as much to do with the disagreements
they make possible as with a particular line of thought that they pre-
scribe. They created languages in which agreement, disagreement, and
revisions of their views take place. So it is with the critical language that
Said has created.22

Hourani’s critique of Orientalism has been refined and pushed in three
relatively distinct directions. Most of the criticism can be classified as anti-
essentialist, antihumanist, or antiphenomenological. Collectively, I call
these ideas the shadows of God. Behind them lie notions such as God,
Being, image of God, and God’s-eye view. Nietzsche characterizes this
ensemble as Platonic–Christian, Heidegger calls it ontotheology, Derrida
calls it presence. These foundational notions have been the object of
much contemporary theory. While relatively distinct, antiessentialist, anti-
humanist, and antiphenomenological lines of criticism are interdepen-
dent. I will address these lines of criticism briefly and in reverse order.

Among the more tempting critiques of Orientalism is the charge of
essentialism. Said’s critics often accuse him of abstraction and
reification, of practicing reverse Orientalism, Occidentalism.23 His rhet-
oric is said to mimic what he criticizes.24 There is some truth to this
charge, although I think that critics make too much of it. There are good
reasons for being suspicious of simpleminded reversals. But we should
not lose sight of the rhetorical situation that the critic occupies. To a
certain degree the kind of mimicry in which Said engages goes with the
critical territory. There is an important ethical–political difference,
however, between what Said castigates as Orientalism and the mimetic
qualities of his critical rhetoric. There is no good reason to elide the crit-
ical difference between the two.25 For example, Derrida mimes phenom-
enology, repeating many of its gestures, but his repetitions, purportedly,
have different motivations and goals and thus produce a significantly
different script.
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More serious than the charge of essentialism, within a critical milieu
that is often “antihumanist,” is the charge that Said is a humanist. This
criticism usually holds that Said is not Foucauldian enough, his lack of
fidelity to Foucault’s austere antihumanism is said to traduce an other-
wise admirable critical project. Said’s humanism threatens to reproduce
the sovereign, constitutive subject in the form of the heroic or represen-
tative intellectual. It threatens to undermine one of Foucault’s most
important critical interventions by replicating a universal and invidious
concept of normative humanity. This humanist idea, according to Paul
Bové, has underwritten the rigid hierarchies – sexual, racial, and so on
– that Foucault’s analyses seek to banish.26 I spend a lot of time address-
ing this criticism in chapter . Here I will only say this: I do not find
Bové’s argument persuasive. He does not grapple sufficiently with the
view that every would-be antihumanism (which purports to be some-
thing other than fascist) is a form of humanism.27 Humanism (like
democracy in John Dewey’s expansive sense of the term) contains the
principle of its own self-criticism and self-overcoming; it is best posi-
tioned to correct its own defects to recognize and criticize the inhumane
behavior that antihumanists associate with their Heideggerian–derived
notion of humanism.

“Madness and the Orient” might be an apt rubric for the third-line
criticism directed at Orientalism. Here the criticism is directed at Said’s
phenomenological residues, his ambivalence on the question of whether
there is an authentic Orient or not. James Clifford describes Said’s
Sartrean-derived phenomenology as a “humanist fable of suppressed
authenticity,”28 but he seems unaware of the extent to which his criti-
cism of Said mirrors a criticism that others have made of Foucault. This
same “humanist fable” is an important aspect of Derrida’s trenchant cri-
tique of Foucault in “Cogito and the History of Madness.” By now this
critique of Histoire de la folie (a severely abridged version of which was
translated into English as Madness and Civilization) is fairly well known in
critical circles. In his essay, Derrida discerns an “admirable tension” in
Foucault’s book. He describes Foucault’s undertaking as an impossible
but intellectually audacious and seductive attempt to write a history of
madness itself. Foucault wants to show what madness is like in its pris-
tine state, before it is captured by reason and imprisoned by knowledge.
He would do so by producing an archaeology of a silence, by excavat-
ing the lives of those who, buried in silence, do not speak. On Derrida’s
account, Foucault is attempting to write a history of madness that
bypasses reason while simultaneously avoiding any objectivist naïveté.
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Foucault’s undertaking, he suggests, is itself a form of madness. If there
is no access to madness outside language, reason, and representation,29

then to speak as if there were is itself authentic madness.
Said’s critics make a similar critique of Orientalism. On this view, there

is a structural analogy between Foucault’s attempt to excavate an
authentic pre-discursive madness and Said’s claims for the Orient.
Catherine G. Martin, for example, criticizes Said’s analysis of Oriental-
ism for being too Foucauldian and not Derridian enough.30 On the one
hand, Said rejects the view that there is a pre-discursive, pre-Orientalist
Orient, an authentic Orient beneath the ideological distortions of
Orientalist discourse. This is the “Nietzschean” Said. On the other
hand, he is a Marxist realist who wants to liberate the real Orient from
the misrepresentations of Orientalism. In this mode, he speaks of a real
Orient, an Orient free of domination, distortion, and coercion, an
Orient free from we–they, us–them distinctions (O ). I think that the
criticism of Said’s phenomenology has considerable technical merit;
there is a hint of Sartrean existential–phenomenology, which is a residue
from his early work on Joseph Conrad.31 But this criticism is right only
about the marginal case, where Said does use the phenomenologically
reductive language of authenticity and purity. I do not want to dismiss
the importance of this criticism, but as with Derrida’s critique of
Foucault in “Cogito and the History of Madness,”32 the critique of
Said’s phenomenology does little to dim the luster of his analysis. As
Derrida’s critique is merely a footnote to Foucault’s great achievement,
so are similar critiques of Said’s achievement. Despite its flaws, and
much like Histoire de la folie, Orientalism remains a powerful analysis of a
particular configuration of power/knowledge.

Finally, there is Aijaz Ahmad’s critique of Orientalism, which is inter-
esting despite its flaws. Ahmad makes the same critical moves that Paul
Bové, James Clifford, and Robert Young make. What makes his narra-
tive distinctive, constituting perhaps a fourth line of criticism, is the
unabashedly Marxist character of his account. Ahmad is particularly
effective in exposing Said’s “anti-Marxism” (more on that in a moment),
his sometimes magisterial and sometimes muddled eclecticism, and his
surprisingly “conservative” high cultural humanism. I place anti-
Marxism in quotations because while I think that Ahmad is right (if by
anti-Marxist he means anti-Stalinist), he is wrong in a way that is central
to my claim that Said’s use of the word religion is Marxist. I think that
Ahmad is right (in the way that a caricature is right) when he says that
Said constructs a bourgeois Marx and a radical Benda. He is right,
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within that perspective, when he describes the Frankenstein-like con-
struction of Marx as an Orientalist, Said’s bizarre attempt, from
Ahmad’s perspective, to graft Marx into Orientalist discourse. Ahmad
shows how Said repeats a gesture that is common on the poststructural-
ist–postmodernist “left” where Marx is subjected to trenchant, often
tendentious criticism, while Nietzsche is largely uninterrogated.33

Apparently, Nietzsche’s work, which is heavily laden with Orientalist
statements, does not merit comment. While this shows that Said is no
simple Marxist, it does not detract from what remains a Marxist inter-
pretation of religion.

        

Said’s interpretation of religion or, to be precise, his account of how
Orientalists have represented or misrepresented Islam is a promi-
nent thread running through the length of Orientalism. This book, as he
acknowledges, is “far from a complete history or general account
of Orientalism” (O ). To manage the unmanageable wealth of
Orientalist material, he uses the narrative device of pairing, comparing,
and contrasting two important Orientalists: such as Sacy and Renan,
Edward William Lane and François-René Chateaubriand, Alphonse de
Lamartine and Gérard de Nerval or Gustave Flaubert, Richard Burton
and T. E. Lawrence, Louis Massignon and H. A. R. Gibb, Albert
Hourani and Bernard Lewis. Their representations of Islam are very
important to Said. His representation of them reveals much about his
view of Islam and religion. If the Orientalist representation of Arabs is
one pillar of Said’s account, then the representation of Islam is the
other. Said’s hostile critique of religion stands in sharp contrast to his
defense of Islam. Why is this? Does it support the contention of some
of his critics that he is “soft” on Islam, an apologist, a secret admirer?
How does he manage the feat of criticizing religion and defending
Islam? Part of the answer is purely pragmatic. For good or for ill, Islam
is regarded as a constitutive feature of Arab and Oriental identity. For
pragmatic reasons, Said accepts this association. So he feels compelled
to defend Islam and thus Arabs and Orientals against the misrepresen-
tations of Orientalists. The reader should note well, in what follows, the
specificity and sympathetic character of Said’s account of Islam com-
pared to his abstract and hostile depiction of religion. Here, to take up
a point that I make in Preliminary Remarks, Said engages in practices,
where they suit his own purposes, that he otherwise calls Orientalist –
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namely, the use of abstract generalities, reified notions, and Manichaean
logic.

Much of the animus that Said discerns in Orientalism is a reaction to
Islam. Islamic–Christian conflict and competition is part of the prehis-
tory of modern Orientalism and a central figure in its post-
Enlightenment elaboration. Orientalism bears the stamp of European
rancor toward and misapprehension of Islam. This attitude is clearly
evident, he contends, in European representations of the Prophet
Muhammad. “What this discourse considers to be a fact – that
Muhammad is an imposter, for example, is a component of the dis-
course, a statement the discourse compels one to make whenever the
name Muhammad occurs” (O , ). Within Orientalist discourse, there
are no meanings or kinds of significance that exceed, supplement, or
challenge what Orientalists claim. Thus Muhammad is an impostor –
period. This statement requires neither background, evidence, nor
qualification. The more one says that Muhammad is an imposter, the
greater the weight and authority that pronouncement carries (O ).34

Said’s interest in Islam, as these comments underscore, revolves around
the question of representation. He claims that the Western representa-
tion of Islam is a misrepresentation and he doubts, in his Nietzschean
mood, whether true representations are possible. He supports this claim
by noting that representations as such are politically, institutionally, lin-
guistically, and culturally constructed. Representations are necessarily
intertwined with and bear the trace of other things. They are, necessar-
ily, true and false or beyond truth and falsehood.

Orientalism is Said’s guerrilla campaign against Christian, European,
and Western (he does not consistently distinguish them) representations
of Islam. Much of this campaign deals with the construction of the
Prophet as an imposter or with Islam as a threat to the West. He takes
Dante to task for his depiction of the Prophet whom he relegates to the
ninth circle of Hell. The Prophet is depicted as more sinful than blas-
phemers, heretics, sensualists, and gluttons, more sinful than suicidal,
avaricious, and wrathful people. Said refers to the threat both real and
imaginary that Islam posed to Europe from the middle ages to the late
seventeenth-century (O , , ). This is a surprisingly attenuated for-
mulation, given Said’s professed distaste for reified notions. What he
calls the Islamic threat is more accurately characterized as the threat,
real or imaginary, that a specific Muslim civilization, the Ottoman
Turks, posed for Christian Europeans.

Be that as it may, Said’s most sustained analysis of Islam and the
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politics of representation is put forth in Covering Islam. Islam, he argues,
signifies the negative. This is true across the ideological spectrum, from
left to right. “For the right, Islam represents barbarism; for the left,
medieval theocracy; for the center, a kind of distasteful exoticism.”
According to Said, Muslims are represented as a problem or threat.
Their image is ideologically distorted when they are represented (covered)
as oil suppliers or potential terrorists (CI , ). They are apprehended
under the mutually contradictory rubrics of medievalism and funda-
mentalism. This raises the question of who governs these representa-
tions? Whose interests do they serve? How, Said asks, can one interpret
other cultures unless antecedent circumstances have already made
those cultures available for representation? Has not European interest
in other cultures always been colonial, imperial, and commercial in
character? (CI ). If the power/knowledge relations of Orientalist dis-
course frame Western interpretations of otherness, then authorita-
tive statements about Islam are difficult to challenge, because the
“enunciative authority” of Orientalism determines who can speak
authoritatively. Most Western interpreters of Islam, he contends, ignore
the way that Islam is constructed as a hostile culture, and how such
interpretations are tainted by the interests of professional Islamic schol-
ars. These scholars work within corporate and governmental spheres of
influence, both of which are major players in the field of cultural inter-
pretation. Their role in deciding what Islam is and whether it is desir-
able and in America’s interest should not be underestimated (CI ,
).

Whatever the accuracy of Said’s representation, the consequence, as
he sees it, of Western representations of Islam is the unrestrained and
immediate image that it produces. As a noteworthy example of such
image-making, he cites an essay by Michael Walzer entitled “The Islam
Explosion.” Walzer’s essay, he claims, follows an Orientalist script.
Violent political events in Muslim countries are attributed to Islam,
which is construed as encroaching on the West with a “frightening moral
fervor.” Palestinian resistance to Israeli “colonialism” is described as
religious, rather than political, civil, or human. Islam is characterized as
antithetical to liberalism, secularism, socialism, and democracy, all of
which are construed as the fruits of European colonialism. Said quotes
Walzer to the effect that “wherever there has been murder, war, pro-
tracted conflict involving special horrors, ‘Islam has clearly played a
part.’” His argument is compelling. Unfortunately, his longstanding dis-
agreement with Walzer gets the best of him here. This intense dislike
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detracts from his argument and underwrites citation practices, where
Walzer’s argument is concerned, that are tendentious.

Said concludes his point by adding that the interrelated powers of a
corporate–government–academic–media complex produce canonical
representations of Islam that have less to do with truth or accuracy than
they do with the geopolitics of power. Scholars have a choice when it
comes to interpreting other cultures or cultural formations such as
Islam: they can either place their skills at the service of corporate and
government power or at the service of morally informed criticism. “This
choice must be the first act of interpretation today, and it must result in
a decision, not simply a postponement.” If scholars choose the second
option, and Said thinks that they should, then the connection between
Western knowledge of Islam and “conquest and domination” must be
completely severed (CI , , , ).

Said cannot quite decide whether Islam is an object constituted by the
power/knowledge relations of Orientalist discourse or an ideological
label, a distortion or misrepresentation of Islam as it really is. He implies
that there is a “real,” prediscursive Islam that can be represented more
or less accurately. As an object of Orientalist discourse, however, Islam
is little more than a set of reckless generalities and clichés (CI x–xi). I find
this account of the Orientalist discourse on Islam interesting. For what
better account could there be of Said’s discourse on religion?
Interestingly, Said’s critique of Orientalist representations of Islam
departs from Foucault’s description of how objects are constituted. For
Foucault, power/knowledge relations produce rather than distort truth.
There is no truth or knowledge that is outside power; “power and knowl-
edge directly imply one another.”35 Said’s language pries knowledge and
power apart. Or, to put a positive spin on it, power is morally plural.
Western power, therefore, not only produces Islam as truth, it also dis-
torts, masks, or in the language of the book’s title, covers Islam. This is the
language of ideology not discourse. It is not Foucault’s language, which
is not to suggest that Said should adopt this language as his own. On the
contrary, Said can be fruitfully read as providing a Gramscian (and
perhaps an Althusserian) reading of Foucault. For all the insights resi-
dent in the idea of discourse as power/knowledge, the idea of ideology
is too rich to abandon. It is indispensable to what Said wants to provide:
an account of Islam as both discursive and ideological. Such an account,
of course, cannot be given without challenging Foucault’s critique of the
very notion of ideology,36 which Said tries to do. We can argue about
how successful he is, whether he uses the idea of ideology with the

The religious effects of culture: Orientalism 



circumspection that Foucault says is necessary. Or we can challenge the
cogency of Foucault’s claim that such circumspection is needed. As a
skeptical admirer of both Said and Foucault, the question for me is how
to make good on Said’s analysis of Islam while doing justice to Foucault’s
insights. Such an account will show that the apparent ambiguity of
Said’s analysis, which is closely tied to his apparent ambivalence on the
question of whether there is a “real” Islam or not, appears less ambigu-
ous and ambivalent in light of what I take his purposes to be.

On Said’s account, a responsible representation of Islam would
include three levels or concentric circles of importance. Of primary
importance is the Qur’an, which is the “bedrock identity of Islamic
faith.” Second are the various schools of Qur’anic interpretation,
including “Islamic sects, jurisprudential schools, hermeneutic styles, lin-
guistic theories, and the like.” Third are the various ideological contexts
and practices that have influenced or inspired Islam, or to which it has
otherwise been linked. Following Maxime Rodinson,37 he argues that
this third level must be carefully distinguished from the first two. With
respect to this third level, Said wants to make a basic point: that Islam,
like other great religions, is compatible with a wide range of mutually
contradictory ideologies. How Islam looks has much to do with the
culture of which it is a part. Islam in Iran is different from Islam in
Bosnia, which is different from Islam in Singapore. While these cultural
variations cannot be distinguished from true Islam, neither can true
Islam be reduced to a single version. Islam is too diverse, culturally and
geopolitically. Unlike the term religion, Said questions the analytical
and epistemological usefulness of “Islam,” which he calls an abstraction,
and he doubts whether there is a homo islamicus. Islam, rather, is a
complex object of discourse. It is also an ideology providing cover for the
geopolitical interests of Western nations and the national security inter-
ests of Saudi Arabia and postrevolutionary Iran (CI –, –). Islam
as an ideology distorts Islam as a universal community of faith and inter-
pretation. Said is not making any deep metaphysical claim about the way
Islam really is. What he is saying is that some representations are better
than others, and that knowing whose interests are being served goes a
long way in deciding which Islam and whose representations are better.

Consider Said’s meditations on Louis Massignon and H. A. R. Gibb,
whom he describes as the greatest Islamic Orientalists of the period
between World Wars I and II. He describes them as representative types:
men whose work exemplified their respective national traditions.
Massignon was a Frenchman, Gibb an Englishman. Said speaks elo-
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quently and sympathetically about Massignon, and describes his style –
which comes out of “the period of so-called aesthetic decadence” and
also shows the influence of Bergson, Durkheim, Mauss, and others –
with glowing respect. “His essays, to say nothing of the monumental
study of al-Hallaj, draw effortlessly on the entire corpus of Islamic liter-
ature; his mystifying erudition and almost familiar personality some-
times make him appear to be a scholar invented by Jorge Luis Borges.”
Massignon worked diligently to contextualize the Islamic texts and issues
that he engaged, to bring them to life and to surprise his readers with
cross disciplinary insights. The breadth and depth of his erudition was
unmatched. Said crowns this high praise with the following:

No modern Orientalist – and certainly not Gibb, his closest peer in achievement
and influence – could refer so easily (and accurately) in an essay to a host of
Islamic mystics and to Jung, Heisenberg, Mallarme, and Kierkegaard; and cer-
tainly very few Orientalists had that range together with the concrete political
experience of which he was able to speak in his  essay “L’Occident devant
l’Orient: Primaute d’une solution culturelle. (O –)

Said characterizes Massignon as an eccentric, whose “unorthodox”
view of Islam begins with a peculiar interpretation of the Abrahamic
religions. In this narrative, Ishmael and his Arab–Islamic descendants
are excluded from the promise that Yahweh made to Isaac and his Jewish
descendants:

Islam is therefore a religion of resistance (to God the Father, to Christ the
Incarnation), which yet keeps within it the language of tears, just as the whole
notion of jihad in Islam (which Massignon explicitly says is the epic form in
Islam that Renan could not see or understand) has an important intellectual
dimension whose mission is war against Christianity and Judaism as exterior
enemies, and against heresy as a interior enemy. Yet within Islam, Massignon
believed he was able to discern a type of countercurrent, which it became his
chief intellectual mission to study, embodied in mysticism, a road toward divine
grace. The principal feature of mysticism was of course its subjective charac-
ter, whose nonrational and even inexplicable tendencies were toward the singu-
lar, the individual, the momentary experience of participation in the Divine. All
of Massignon’s extraordinary work on mysticism was thus an attempt to
describe the itinerary of souls out of the limiting consensus imposed on them
by the orthodox Islamic community, or Sunna. (O )

Only a fool, according to Said, would deny the genius and novelty of
Massignon’s interpretation of Islam. Yet, something about Massignon
troubles Said. Despite his great love for Islam, Massignon maps an
asymmetrical distinction between Islam and Western religious traditions
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onto the East–West and the modern–premodern distinctions. Despite his
undeniable sympathy for Islam, Massignon remains an Orientalist. But,
and this merits emphasis, his account of the East–West encounter holds
the West responsible for its relentless attacks on Islam, from the Crusades
to colonialism to modern stereotypical representations. He fought tire-
lessly on behalf of Muslim civilization, in support of Palestinian refu-
gees, and for the rights of Arab Muslims and Arab Christians in
Palestine. Even Massignon, however, was a product of his national and
scholarly tradition. Even someone as sympathetic as he could not wholly
resist making invidious distinctions between East and West.

Gibb was Massignon’s English peer and alter ego: a defender of
“orthodox” Islam against “unorthodox” experimentation and against
nationalism, communism, and Westernization. Said criticizes what he
regards as Gibb’s abstract use of the words “religion” and “Islam.” Gibb
abstracts “Islam as a religion” from the mundane circumstances of
everyday life (O –). But how does this differ from Said’s usage?
And when he criticizes Gibb, in addition, of also doing the opposite of
abstracting, of taking everything in the culture into Islam, how does that
differ from what Said does throughout Orientalism? Said obviously is not
as enchanted by Gibb as by Massignon. On the contrary, Gibb
exemplifies the superior attitude and impervious disposition that he crit-
icizes as Orientalist:

Between the silent appeal of Islam to a monolithic community of orthodox
believers and a whole merely verbal articulation of Islam by misled corps of
political activists, desperate clerks, and opportunistic reformers: there Gibb
stood, wrote, reformulated. His writing said either what Islam could not say or
what its clerics would not say. What Gibb wrote was in one sense temporally
ahead of Islam in that he allowed that at some point in the future Islam would
be able to say what it could not say now. In another important sense, however,
Gibb’s writings on Islam predated the religion as a coherent body of “living”
beliefs, since his writing was able to get hold of “Islam” as a silent appeal made
to Muslims before their faith became a matter for worldly argument, practice, or
debate.

The Orient and Islam have a kind of extrareal, phenomenologically reduced
status that puts them out of reach of everyone except the Western expert. From
the beginning of Western speculation about the Orient, the one thing the
Orient could not do was to represent itself (O –).

What this brief excursus on Massignon and Gibb shows is that better
interpretations of Islam than the standard Orientalist fare were possible,
even under the constraints of Orientalism. Thus Massignon’s interpre-
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tation is better than Gibb’s. In an effort to provide a better representa-
tion of Islam, or to suggest what that would entail, Said offers a crude
theory of religion. In addition to being an object of Orientalist dis-
course, Islam is also an object of religious discourse. Religion is what
Foucault calls an inter-discursive object, an object at the intersection of
several discourses. To get at this issue, we shall look at what Said regards
as the conditions of emergence for Orientalist discourse. He claims that
four elements had to be in place before modern Orientalism could
emerge: () European exploration and expansion, () a sympathetic,
pre-Romantic, exotic apprehension of the non-European other, ()
eighteenth-century historicism, and () the classification schemes of the
new sciences. These elements transformed the narrowly religious
context that had previously governed the way that the Christian West
examined and judged the Orient and Islam. “In other words, modern
Orientalism derives from secularizing elements in eighteenth-century
European culture” (O ).

Said, it seems to me, is on the verge of an insight that eludes him nev-
ertheless. Perhaps religion, like Orientalism, is a discourse, a distinctively
Western way of thinking, of formulating and organizing concepts, of
relating particular words and particular things. Much of what Said
attributes to Orientalism, especially during the middle ages, is better
understood as religious discourse. Islam is, primarily, an object of
Christian discourse and the Western theoretical discourse on religion
and only secondarily an object of Orientalist discourse. Long before the
emergence of modern Orientalism (the only kind of Orientalism there
has ever been!) there was conflict between Christians and Muslims. The
geographical imagination of the West (the East–West distinction) was
not central to this conflict. The fundamental distinction was between the
true God and idols, true and false religion. Said’s conflation of Europe
and Christianity allows him to elide the historical specificity of his
subject matter. He legitimates this move by citing Gibbon’s description
of Muslim conquest as “coeval with the darkest and most slothful period
of European annals” (O ). In effect, Said uses the authority of Gibbon
to license his reading of the encounter between Islam and Christendom
as East–West conflict. It matters little that Gibbon may have seen it this
way. As a self-conscious critic of conventional approaches to the history
of ideas, Said owes his readers more. Where Gibbon is insufficiently his-
torical, Said must be more historical. Instead, Said replicates the worst
errors of the historian of ideas, projecting as ontology what he is
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ostensibly committed to analyzing as contingent historical phenomena.
He does not question Gibbon’s anachronistic reading of the encounter
between Islamic societies and Christendom as East–West conflict. Like
Gibbon, he reads back into the encounter the consequences of subse-
quent historical developments such as the emergence and consolidation
of the “idea of Europe,” the ascendancy of European cartography, and
the emergence of the “imaginative geography” of East and West.

To pursue this point a little further, John Hale cites three events that
marked the transition from a geographically amorphous sense of
Christian identity to a specific sense of European identity. The first event
was the ecumenical conference at Florence in  that exposed vast
differences between Greek and Latin forms of Christianity. The second
event was the occupation of southeastern Europe (and in some cases the
conversion of its people to Islam) by the Ottoman Turks. Third, and
most important, were the Reformation and the religious wars that fol-
lowed. European identity emerged as a safe haven amidst a Latin
Christendom that was “soaked in her own blood.” According to Hale,
“The idea of Europe emerged during the latter part of what we have
come to know as the European Renaissance.” Only then did the word
“Europe” became a common term. “[T]he continent itself was given a
securely map-based frame of reference, a set of images that established
its identity in pictorial terms, and a triumphal ideology that overrode its
internal contradictions.”38 The process was gradual by which a Greek
myth became a map, became a discursive object, became a specific site
for a geopolitical identity called Europe.

The same anachronism that allows Said to read the encounter
between Islamic civilization and Christendom as East–West conflict is
operative in his reading of Dante, whose complicity with Orientalism,
he claims, is evident. This is true despite his discriminating, refined, and
“poetic grasp of Islam.” Said claims that Dante constructs Islam as a
creature of Western power/knowledge, a construction that is simultane-
ously cosmological, geographical, historical, and moral (O ). To be
sure, by the time that Dante wrote The Divine Comedy, the idea of Europe
was in the process of being consolidated. But to place Dante within the
spatializing logic and imaginative geography of Orientalism, as the
Syrian philosopher Sadiq Jalal al-�Azm argued in an early review of
Orientalism, is anachronistic and gratuitous. Europe (and later the West)
was constituted, in part, by Christendom and by Islamic civilization.
Islam as an object of discourse, and certainly as a proper name, is a
rather late development. Only recently has Islam displaced terms such
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as Muhammadanism (as if Muhammad were to Islam as Jesus is to
Christianity) in Western discourses. Far from being the object of a con-
stitutive subject called Europe, Islam is primarily an object of a
Christian and a Western discourse called religion.

On Occam’s principle of simplicity alone, we can better account for
Christian representations of Islam by reference to interreligious conflict
than to a metahistorical phenomenon called Orientalism. Religious dis-
course, I would suggest, predates Orientalism, the emergence of the idea
of Europe, and the imaginative geography of East and West. Said never
succeeds in providing a properly qualified account of the East–West dis-
tinction. He does not account for Christian views where the birth place
of Jesus is the center of the world. For these Christians, East and West
were relative to Bethlehem and Jerusalem, to the Holy Land, and not to
one another. In fact, there was an East–West distinction within
Christendom itself: Constantinople was East and Rome was West. Greek
Orthodoxy and Roman Catholicism are still referred to as East and West
to this very day. These Christians had only an amorphous sense of a
unified European West over against a non-European East. During the
twentieth century, especially since the Second World War, the imagina-
tive geography of East and West has primarily signified American and
Soviet competition and conflict. It signifies, that is, a distinction that is
internal to European civilization. Clearly, the East–West distinction has
been imagined differently over time. To account for Islam (which in the
first instance is an object of Christian discourse and the theoretical dis-
course on religion) by reference to Orientalism is anachronistic. I have
suggested, to the contrary, that Islamic–Christian conflict and competi-
tion were the midwives of European identity and later of Western iden-
tity.

Had Said given more attention to how the East–West distinction has
been variously imagined, he might have recognized the irony in his
summary account of the principal Orientalist dogmas:

Let us recapitulate them here: one is the absolute and systematic difference
between the West, which is rational, developed, humane, superior, and the
Orient, which is aberrant, undeveloped, inferior. Another dogma is that
abstractions about the Orient, particularly those based on texts representing a
“classical” Oriental civilization, are always preferable to direct evidence drawn
from modern Oriental realities. A third dogma is that the Orient is eternal,
uniform, and incapable of defining itself; therefore, it is assumed that a highly
generalized and systematic vocabulary for describing the Orient from a Western
standpoint is inevitable and even scientifically “objective.” A forth dogma is that
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the Orient is at bottom something either to be feared (the Yellow Peril, the
Mongol hordes, the brown dominions) or to be controlled (by pacification,
research and development, outright occupation whenever possible). (O –)

If we substitute religion for the Orient, those things to be feared with
religious–cultural effects (sacred violence), and those things to be con-
trolled (by quarantine and trivialization), then the irony will be evident.
Said Orientalizes religion at the very point that he rescues Islam from
Orientalism. The Orientalist-inspired othering that Said criticizes looks
much like his religious–secular distinction, which resembles if not mimes
the East–West distinction. This is doubly ironic since Said has worked
harder and more effectively than anyone else to illuminate the invidious
character of the East–West distinction. Where this resemblance occurs,
Said reproduces the Orientalist distinction between East and West and
the complete array of subsidiary distinctions associated with it, such as:
mysticism–rationality, infantilism–maturity, otherworldly–innerworldly,
mythology–history, decadence–vigor, and despotic–humane. Said
rejects the Orientalist distinction between Western rationality and
Eastern mysticism only to readmit and valorize this distinction under the
rubrics of secularism and religion. The religious–secular distinction is
Said’s Orientalism, the way he produces otherness for his own uses. My
point is that, in arguing against binary, dualistic, and Manichaean think-
ing where East and West are concerned, he reproduces such thinking
elsewhere. Religion and secularism are East and West in Said’s imagina-
tive geography. It is from the perspective of an enlightened, rational,
nondogmatic, secular (European!) consciousness that Said looks down
and judges religious consciousness as constitutively and irremediably
lacking.

Let me be clear: I do not mean to contest Said’s claim that Islam was
constructed as an object of Orientalist discourse. He has established that
point rather convincingly. I only want to contest the scope of his claim.
If Said had restricted his analysis to what it could explain (the way that
Islam was reconstituted in the eighteenth century by the Orientalist
imagination) then it would be less vulnerable to criticism. Such an anal-
ysis would have forced Said to attend seriously and with greater theoret-
ical sophistication to the problematic status of religion and secularism in
his account. Religion and secularism are generalities, and like many
others are unavoidable and sometimes useful. They help us to cast light
on some things by relegating other things to darkness. This is always the
case with whatever we do; we cannot illuminate everything simultane-
ously. We can take some things seriously only by abstracting, generaliz-
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ing, and trivializing others. This is unavoidable. We cannot know, much
less inventory, all our presuppositions, the cultural common sense that
we take for granted when we make claims of any kind. Orientalism, the
invidious distinction between East and West, was the cultural common
sense of those whom Said calls Orientalists. The invidious distinction
between religion and secularism is part of Said’s cultural common sense.
Orientalists were no more guilty of bad judgment than Said is; he is no
less constrained by his epistemic circumstances than they were. While
disagreeing with both, I am not disposed to be too critical of either.

The religious effects of culture: Orientalism 



 

The religious effects of culture: imperialism

World history goes from East to West: as Asia is the beginning of
world history, so Europe is simply its end.

(G. W. F. Hegel, Introduction to The Philosophy of History, p. )

Europe is literally the creation of the Third World.
(Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, p. )

Culture and Imperialism does not begin where Orientalism ends so much as
extends and complicates an account that Said now describes explicitly
as imperialism. The story of imperialism and its culture exceeds the geo-
graphical and imaginative limits of Orientalism: from an account of
Orientalism as the invidious representation and domination of the East
by the West to an extensive account of Western domination and non-
Western resistance. Said interprets the culture of imperialism as a
complex phenomenon in which social existence and individual con-
sciousness, the world and the text, mutually determine each other. He
describes a complex and reciprocal relationship between written arti-
facts such as the European realistic novel and imperial practices in geo-
graphically distant lands. In short, he construes imperialism as a cultural
phenomenon that occurs within multileveled relations of power and
knowledge that are irreducible to language and that are captured poorly
by terms such as “text” and “discourse.” Imperialism, on his view, is

the practice, the theory, and the attitudes of a dominating metropolitan center
ruling a distant territory; “colonialism,” which is almost always a consequence
of imperialism, is the implanting of settlements on distant territory. As Michael
Doyle puts it: “Empire is a relationship, formal or informal, in which one state
controls the effective political sovereignty of another political society. It can be
achieved by force, by political collaboration, by economic, social, or cultural
dependence. Imperialism is simply the process or policy of establishing or main-
taining an empire.” (CAI )

To be sure, this is not all that imperialism is; it is also a religious effect
of culture. Said’s concept of imperialism, as I shall show, presupposes





and incorporates a vague knowledge of sixteenth-century European
religious warfare, seventeenth-century Puritan America, and seven-
teenth- and eighteen-century critiques of religious enthusiasm. His
opposition to religious–cultural effects is apparent in the invidious use of
terms such as Manichaean and errand into the wilderness. I will show why
these terms have the force that they do by providing a short and episodic
outline of the “religious history” of ideology. Said’s antireligious lan-
guage is indebted to that history. And that history helps to underscore
his continuing relationship, though highly mediated, to Marx’s critique
of bourgeois ideology as a religious phenomenon. Here, culture is a
battlefield for an elaborate and contradictory outworking of fetishism
and mystification.

      

This is a long history: perhaps I should say prehistory inasmuch as the
term ideology was not coined until the late eighteenth century by
Destutt de Tracy, for whom the term signified the “science of ideas.” But
long before this term was coined, and almost completely since, the ideas
associated with ideology have had a negative resonance. Jorge Larrain
traces the historical emergence of this as yet nameless ensemble of ideas
to Niccolò Machiavelli, who was greatly concerned about the role that
religion played in supporting or undermining princely authority.
Machiavelli came to the conclusion quite early that religion, power, and
domination go hand in hand.1 Accordingly, the prince should do every-
thing he could to cultivate the appearance of religious virtue, while
being prepared to act contrary to those virtues behind the scenes.
Machiavelli posits a distinction between the appearance of religious
virtue and the reality of princely power. Among other things, the prince
should cultivate the ability to lie well. It is odd, then, that Larrain does
not begin his account with Plato’s Republic, since Plato enunciates both
the political and the epistemological problematics that underlie the
notion of ideology. He articulates the political problematic by grappling
with the question of how to reconcile men to their various stations in a
hierarchically arranged society. To accomplish this end, Plato uses a
religious myth where different kinds of metals – gold, silver, iron, and
bronze – signify a rank-ordering of birth and social status. According to
this “Ur-myth,” a god or demiurge created different orders of men by
mixing them with a specific metal at birth. Rulers (or philosopher-kings)
are of golden-birth, auxiliaries (or the warrior-class) are of silver-birth,
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and craftsmen and farmers (the artisan class) are of iron- and bronze-
birth. Plato knows that this myth is not true, but a necessary form of
untruth, what he calls a “noble lie.”2 This initiates the epistemological
problematic of “appearance and reality” that underlies the very notion
of false consciousness.

Plato aside, the upshot of Larrain’s argument is that Machiavelli sees
religion in practical terms as a powerful and potentially problematic tool
of princely authority.3 In The Prince, Machiavelli makes his famous (or
infamous) argument about how virtuous a prince should be. He should
not be so virtuous that he cannot act like a beast when necessary and
beastly behavior will be necessary, because men are not always good but
are often bad. It is important that the prince appears to have certain
virtues, but to actually possess such virtues is dangerous. “Thus it is well
to seem merciful, faithful, humane, sincere, religious, and also to be so;
but you must have the mind so disposed that when it is needful to be oth-
erwise you may be able to change to the opposite qualities.” Machiavelli
understands the complexities of religion and political power. Religion
(and the other virtues) makes people docile and easier to rule, but it
threatens to do the same thing to the prince. While it is important above
all that he appears religious, the prince can never lose sight of that
maxim “from which there is no appeal,” namely, that “the end justifies
the means.” The prince must appropriate divine authority for his own
uses and “favor religion (even though it were believed to be false).” The
wiser the prince the more he will support “the belief in miracles that are
celebrated in religions, however false they may be.”4 In our language,
false beliefs are ideological weapons in the service of political interests,
especially when those beliefs are religious in character.

From Machiavelli, Larrain moves to Francis Bacon’s New Organon and
his notion of idols. Bacon’s famous discussion of idols of the tribe, cave, market-
place, and theatre, which Said uses in his own analyses, is decisive, according to
Larrain, for a number of thinkers who wrestled with the function of religion in social
and political life. Remarkably, Larrain says nothing about the significance
of the word “idol” itself. This is odd because the idea of idol worship is
an important element in the appearance–reality problematic of ideol-
ogy. Idolatry could be described as an intrareligious form of false con-
sciousness. This idea is an important aspect of Bacon’s use of the term,
and is evident throughout his introductory discussion of “idols and false
notions” in the New Organon. According to Bacon, certain idols (or false
notions) “are inherent in human nature.” These “idols of the tribe,” as
he calls them, include the cognitive activity of imposing order and reg-
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ularity on natural disorder and irregularity, dogmatic adherence to pre-
suppositions that tailor the “data” and that encourage us to ignore neg-
ative evidence, the desire for “final causes, and a tendency toward
abstract thought. (It is this notion of idolatry, I think, that Said has in
mind when he refers to “the various official idols venerated by culture
and by system” (WTC ).) “Idols of the den” or of the “cave,” as they are
sometimes called, refer to the peculiarities of individuality and the prob-
lems that cause the understanding. They pollute the understanding by
promoting partiality (or lack of comprehensiveness), excessive synthesis
or analysis, party zeal (who to favor, the moderns or the ancients?) and
“narrowness of subject.” Bacon calls the false notions that derive from
language, from words and names – “idols of the market.” Market idols
pertain to the nonreferentiality of some names, to the fact that some
words refer only to imaginary objects, while others refer badly or in a
confused way. Words create objects that do not exist and misperceive
those that do. The fourth set of false notions that deform the under-
standing are “idols of the theatre.” Bacon refers here to three kinds of
theory: to sophistry, empiricism, and superstition. The first refers to the
metaphysics of Aristotelian science, the second to deductive approaches
to knowledge of the natural world, and the third to theology. Theology
(or superstition) is especially pernicious because it corrupts philosophy.5

The specificity of the connection between idolatry and ideology has
not escaped notice by other scholars. Moshe Halbertal and Avishai
Margalit construe Bacon as a late figure in a tradition of ideology-cri-
tique, whose prototype they suggest is the biblical critique of idolatry.
They argue that biblical Jews and Christians construe idolatry primarily
in moral terms as an interpersonal relationship between an anthropo-
morphic God and humans. On this view, Israel is God’s wife; the church
is the bride and Jesus the bridegroom. As idolatry is the root metaphor
for betrayal or disloyalty within the marital relationship, so it is in the
God–human relationship. For biblical thinkers, idolatry is a moral
offense, a sexual sin, metaphorically speaking, within the God–human
relationship.6 Postbiblical and modern thinkers, in contrast, construe
idolatry as a cognitive error defined primarily by anthropomorphism.

Halbertal and Margalit claim that Maimonides was the central figure
in the postbiblical shift from idolatry construed as adultery to idolatry as
the great cognitive error of anthropomorphism. This error is present
whenever God is construed as body with emotions and a psychic life, or
when God is conceived as a composite, complex entity. The great meta-
physical errors of corporeality and multiplicity that are embodied in
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anthropomorphism undermine God’s perfection. This shift in the
meaning of idolatry, they add, was part of a conceptual chain of intra-
and then extra-religious criticism whose ironic consequence is the cri-
tique of religion itself as idolatry. They describe this chain as follows:
“the criticism of idolatry by the monotheistic religions, the criticism of
folk religion by the religious Enlightenment, the criticism of religion in
general by the secular Enlightenment, and finally the criticism of ideol-
ogy.”7 Said’s notion of Secular Criticism belongs to this fourth stage where religion
is construed as idolatry and ultimately as ideology. I will detail Said’s view of
imperialism and its relation to these themes later, after further detailing
the religious history of ideology.

The first link in the conceptual chain of intra- and then extra-religious
criticism is characterized by the appropriation of intrapagan criticism of
folk religion by the monotheistic religions. This criticism centers around
the mythological and imaginative character of folk religion, whose con-
sequence is the distortion of truth. Christians extended this intrapagan
criticism to all forms of paganism both folk and elite. They “flip the
script,” as it were, by applying the same criticism to the pagan “elite”
that those critics applied to the pagan “folk.” The critique of paganism
led to intra-Jewish and intra-Christian critiques of folk religion, whose
great error, as Maimonides held, was anthropomorphism. Halbertal
and Margalit describe this intra-Jewish and intra-Christian criticism
of the crude anthropomorphism of folk religion as the “religious
Enlightenment.” Said would likely find this very notion oxymoronic. On his view,
religion and enlightenment are antagonists. Religion-soaked tradition is what enlight-
enment delivers one from. The authors of this study have a different view.
According to them, there was a religious Enlightenment, and it did fall
victim to its own logic when enlightened forms of monotheism them-
selves became the object of secular critique. This “boomerang effect,”
so to speak, constitutes the third link in the conceptual chain. The
secular Enlightenment centers around the epistemic authority of tradi-
tion as such, which goes beyond the religious Enlightenment’s ambiva-
lent critique of traditional authority. Under the conditions of secular
enlightenment, every form of authority becomes suspect and must
justify itself before the bar of reason.

Bacon, I should note in returning to Larrain’s account, belongs, with
some ambiguity, to this third link in the conceptual chain of criticism.
As representatives of this Baconian line of thinking, Larrain cites
Hobbes, Locke, Helvetius, Holbach, and Diderot – the last three were
important figures in the French Enlightenment. Easily the most radical
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site of Enlightenment, France produced a radical, anticlerical discourse
of priestly deceit. The “deceitful priest,” it was held, led a conspiracy
against the people in the interest of the ecclesiastical aristocracy. In some
respects, this perspective was two steps forward. But it also represents
one step backward insofar as Bacon’s accent on the systematic charac-
ter of cognitive error or illusion is displaced by the more amorphous
notion of conspiracy. This is not to overlook, as Larrain notes, Bacon’s
ambiguity on whether idolatry is a product of nature or nurture,
whether it is immune to human artifice or not.8 The secular Enlighten-
ment complicates the epistemic picture drawn by the religious Enlight-
enment by tracing the sources of epistemic error or illusion, not only to
imagination and tradition, but to the very structure of the will and cog-
nition as Descartes and Kant argue respectively. By shifting the focus of
critique from folk religion to religion in general, the secular Enlighten-
ment paved the way for the explicit idea of religion as ideology. The
secular Enlightenment provides a set of images in which religion is con-
strued “as an alien belief in which man subordinates himself to the crea-
tures of his illusional imagination and is thus alienated from his most
vital interests.”9

Marx is the most important figure (after Nietzsche) in the fourth stage
of intra- become extra-religious critique. The young Marx10 is the cul-
mination and termination of the Fichte–Hegel–Feuerbach trajectory in
German idealism. Central to German idealism is the notion that the Ego
posits its other, the non-Ego, which is a precondition of consciousness.11

According to Feuerbach, who developed this view most thoroughly, the
conscious subject makes himself an object of reflection and becomes
acquainted with himself in this way. Only through this process of self-
othering (of externalizing consciousness or subjectivity), which then
confronts the self as an object, is the self fully realized. We know our-
selves or become self-conscious only through the external or objective
embodiment of our subjective consciousness. Self-consciousness is
nothing less than “being becoming objective to itself.” Feuerbach does
not hesitate to draw the obvious conclusion that the object of conscious-
ness has no existence apart from self-consciousness. “Consciousness of
God is self-consciousness, knowledge of God is self-knowledge. By his
God thou knowest the man, and by the man his God; the two are iden-
tical.”12 If Feuerbach reduces Hegel’s God – who comes to self-knowl-
edge and self-realization in history by going out from himself
(self-alienation) and returning to himself (reconciliation) – to the con-
structive–projective activities of the human mind, then Marx regards
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the consequences of that activity as idolatry. Religion represents an
alienated or unauthentic relationship to the self, where aspects of the self
are posited as an alien power to which one docilely submits. According
to Marx, “Religion is indeed man’s self-consciousness and self-awareness
so long as he has not found himself or has lost himself again.” Marx, at
the height of his rhetorical skill, adds that “Religion is the sigh of the
oppressed creature, the sentiment of a heartless world, and the soul of
soulless conditions.” Far from the manifestation of man’s best self, relig-
ion is a form of debasement, human suffering, and, simultaneously, a
protest against that suffering. For this reason, Marx calls for the “aboli-
tion of religion as the illusory happiness of men.” Their real happiness
demands that they “abandon their illusions” about a condition so bad
that it can only be endured through illusions. “The criticism of religion
is, therefore, the embryonic criticism of this vale of tears of which relig-
ion is the halo.”13 On Marx’s view, and in the current jargon, religion is
a social construct.

So far, I have provided an upside-down account of Marx’s view. When
viewed right-side up, his starting-point is labor. Marx criticizes what he
regards as Feuerbach’s inadequate critique of Hegel’s abstract thought.
Despite his call for a materialist critique, Feuerbach remains as preoccu-
pied with the mental labor of man as Hegel is with that of Spirit. Both
abstract from the materiality of the social relations to which Marx calls
attention. As the process by which we reproduce ourselves and the
material world, physical labor plays a central role in Marx’s concept of
alienation. Properly speaking, labor is the self-creation and creative self-
expression of human subjectivity. Under this description, labor has a
strong normative quality, and is essential to what humans are. Labor is
not merely a means to an end – money, but an end in itself. For Marx, a
purely instrumental conception of labor is a distortion of its constitutive
value. When labor is conceived merely as a means, the worker is alien-
ated from the process and product of her own labor, from her own life-
activity and essential nature, or what Marx calls her “species being.” The
final result of this instrumental conception of labor is the destruction of
human community, as humans are alienated from one another. The pro-
duction of commodities involves the externalization and objectification
(alienation) of the self in the product (or object) of production. This
process, within a capitalist mode of production, entails the simultaneous
impoverishment of the self, both materially and spiritually.14

Religion is the spiritual form of this impoverishment. As God is
exalted, humans are debased. On this view, religion is a false god, a
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sham, the quintessential form of “false consciousness.”15 Ideology is
idolatry in secular form. Now, admittedly, this is a strong reading; Marx
does not explicitly develop the idolatry theme with this degree of self-
consciousness. My reading refers more to the logical implications of his
argument than to what he literally says. On this view, God is an idol that
must be smashed. God has to die because the living God means living
death for the worker. God feeds off the estranged, alienated labor, the
objectified subjectivity of the worker. The objectification of God, there-
fore, is the alienation of man. For Marx, there is no recuperation of
alienated subjectivity as there is for Hegel and Feuerbach; alienation
is a one-way street and the loss that the worker or the religious
subject suffers is irretrievable.16 Rather than liberating humans, religion
debases, deforms, and impoverishes. As the quintessential form of idola-
try, religion is an ideological subterfuge for, and a pathetically ineffective
weapon against, the rule of private property and monopoly capital. If
capitalism is the fetishism of commodities, then religion is the fetishism
of the alienated subject. But, where Marx regards this fetishism as
pathetically ineffective, Said regards it as socially and politically danger-
ous. Imperialism, to strain the analogy just a bit, is the fetishism of the
alienated subject en masse.

Halbertal and Margalit conclude their account arguing that modern
or stage-four idolatry-critique has three strategic forms – replacement,
extension, and inversion. Bacon and Marx enact the first strategy, with
the former criticizing false ideas and the latter rejecting commodity fet-
ishism as false worship.17 Halbertal and Margalit’s account suffers,
however, when they fail to attribute a version of the epistemological
problematic to Marx. Marx’s critique of alienated labor, liberal eman-
cipation, and commodity fetishism only makes sense in light of the dem-
agogically driven (subjective) and bureaucratically driven (objective)
mystification that capitalism produces. They need not accept vulgar
notions of false consciousness to acknowledge that some form of misrec-
ognition (systematic) or the desire that things be misrecognized (dema-
gogic) is going on.18 What I have been calling the political and the
epistemological problematics are inextricable from Marx’s scattered and
conjunctive account of ideology. This notion of ideology, which is key to Said’s
account of Orientalism, is equally germane to his account of imperialism.

“Extension” is the second form of stage-four idolatry-critique, which
is characterized by the extension of criticism to all possible candidates
for worship. This could be described as Paul Tillich’s “Protestant
Principle” or H. Richard Niebuhr’s “radical monotheism” gone amuck.
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It resembles Nietzsche’s analysis of the Christian will to truth, which
eventually undermines Christian belief, culminating in the death of the
Christian god himself. Halbertal and Margalit cite Wittgenstein as
exemplary of this form of idolatry-critique. But I think that it is better
described as radical skepticism, and Wittgenstein is no radical skeptic.
This form of criticism is driven by a radical fear of being wrong and
judging incorrectly (undecidability) and is most apropos of contempo-
rary thinkers influenced by Derrida.

Halbertal and Margalit call the third form of idolatry-critique “inver-
sion.” They claim that this is the most radical form of modern icono-
clasm, because it inverts the rank-order and normative coding of
monotheism and polytheism, Judeo-Christianity and paganism. As they
rightly note, Nietzsche celebrates the pagan gods as affirming the
healthy, life-enhancing, heroic instincts of the strong, while denigrating
the sickliness and degeneracy of the Jewish and the Christian gods.19

What they do not mention is Nietzsche’s enthusiastic celebration of the
ancient Israelite god Yahweh and the Islamic god Allah. At the very
least, this should qualify their claim that Nietzsche’s inversion of tradi-
tional idolatry-critique necessarily celebrates pagan deities at the
expense of monotheistic ones. Also in need of qualification is their claim
that Nietzsche’s inverted critique (the death of God) entails self-
deification.20 They arrive at this conclusion undoubtedly from a partial
reading of Thus Spoke Zarathustra, although they do not cite this book in
their notes. Zarathustra is often read as advocating the deification of the
strong man, superman (Übermensch) who overcomes the dwarfish aspects
of himself by murdering God. Others read this book as a cautionary tale
that shows the impossibility of self-deification,21 which is most likely to
create “superdwarfs” and “superbuffoons.” When read this way,
Nietzsche’s strong man, who realizes that God is the will to nothingness
sanctified, knows the same thing as Marx’s emancipated worker, who
realizes that the deification of God is the alienation of man.

Marx’s critique of ideology as fetishism is the intersection of
Machiavelli’s notion of religion as a ruse of princely power, Bacon’s
notion of idols as the falsification of consciousness, Hobbes’ material-
ism, and the French Enlightenment’s anticlericalism. The fourth link in
the conceptual chain of idolatry-critique, as exemplified by Marx, rep-
resents a radicalization of the secular Enlightenment. At this point, the
struggle against the public authority of religion has largely been won;
hence Marx’s famous claim: that “For Germany, the criticism of religion has
largely been completed.” But religion takes on new importance as a
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metaphor for all forms of mystification – violent and nonviolent, passive
and aggressive. If ideology is a form of collective illusion, mass self-alien-
ation, or a make-believe world, then religion is its root metaphor.
Nationalism, class, race, and a host of other reifications – Said’s religious–cultural
effects –  become the new idols of veneration.

Secularization characterizes the fourth stage, as idolatry-critique
becomes ideology-critique. Marx construes the object of critique as class
ideology and Nietzsche construes it as slave morality. “Ideologies as
interest-dependent social beliefs manipulate the masses by making use
of the power of the imagination, as well as illusion-preserving institu-
tions like the educational system and the church.”22 Halbertal and
Margalit provide a fairly good description of Marx, but not of
Nietzsche, for whom ideology or slave morality is an interest-dependent
set of social beliefs that manipulate through ressentiment the “higher type”
of man. Thus the best in a rank-ordered, aristocratic society is subjected
to the worst. In either case, ideology serves one set of social interests at
the expense of another. If we focus just on Marx, however, it is precisely
in the cultural realm that ideology has it effects. Culture is the site of Said’s
critique of imperialism.

         

Culture is a battlefield of competing interests, as both Marx and Arnold
understood, but from which they drew different conclusions. Said uses
military metaphors such as “theater” (of war) to describe the agonistic
character of cultural elaboration. Culture is a site of identity formation,
conflict, and contention, “where various political and ideological causes
engage one another.” Said is a Marxist-oriented thinker with Arnoldian
sympathies. He attempts to marry Arnold and Marx: the idea of culture
as the transfiguration of religion, and the idea of cultural critique as the
criticism of religion. Said buttresses this notion of culture with Freud’s
theory of repression, according to which the return of repressed infan-
tile sexuality is a form of neurosis, whose quintessential form is religion.
Any doubt that this is what Said has in mind is dispelled when he
adds: “In the formerly colonized world, these ‘returns’ have produced
varieties of religious and nationalist fundamentalism” (CAI xii–xiii).
These atavistic returns of religious and nationalist identity mirror the
Manichaean propensities of the imperial cultures to which they are reac-
tions. They are part of the same set of dispositions that allowed the
imperial cultures of the West to maintain a Manichaean separation
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between great works of art such as Mansfield Park or The Plague and the
slave and colonial cultures of which they were part.

Said gives two definitions of culture:

First of all it means those practices, like the arts of description, communication,
and representation, that have relative autonomy from the economic, social, and
political realms and that often exist in aesthetic forms, one of whose principal
aims is pleasure.

Second, and almost imperceptibly, culture is a concept that includes a refining
and elevating element, each society’s reservoir of the best that has been known
and thought, as Matthew Arnold put it in the s. (CAI xii–xiii)

On Said’s view, the Manichaean separation and reification of Marx’s
metaphorical distinction between “base” and “superstructure” (reality
and appearance), between objects that act and agents acted upon, are
what imperialism and its culture is all about. Culture is a system of rep-
resentations that justify before and after the fact the bifurcation of impe-
rialism, which in reality is a single complex ensemble, into a military and
administrative “base” and an esthetic “superstructure.” Said rejects this
notion of culture. He argues, to the contrary, that culture is an ideolog-
ical site that mystifies social relations, such as slavery and colonialism, by
construing esthetic artifacts, like the European realistic novel, as auton-
omous from the complex ensemble of forces that produce real life. He
rejects, to put a finer point on it, the isolated work of art canonized by
bourgeois humanism and the vulgar Marxist construction of esthetic
artifacts as “reflexes, echoes, phantoms, and sublimates” of real produc-
tive forces.23 This Manichaean perspective is religious because it separ-
ates and moralizes, and is ideological because it mystifies and fetishizes.
It is these religious–ideological practices that Said criticizes in Culture and
Imperialism.

Some commentators object to the formulation “culture and imperial-
ism,” arguing that the “culture of imperialism” is more appropriate. I
think that this argument is persuasive, but what it suggests beyond this
barefaced claim is not. Said is hardly ignorant of imperialism as a cul-
tural formation. The very suggestion that he is ignorant is bizarre, since
Said is largely responsible for our sensitivity to this issue in the first place.
We should not be misled, by an unhappy verbal formulation, to think
otherwise. Knowledge of imperialism as culture is the backbone of his
critique of imperialism, which is an experience so vast and yet so
detailed, whose cultural dimensions are so crucial: “that we must speak
of overlapping territories, intertwined histories common to men and
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women, whites and non-whites, dwellers in the metropolis and on the
peripheries, past as well as present and future; these territories and his-
tories can only be seen from the perspective of the whole of secular
human history” (CAI ).

Instead of this secular vision, what Said discovers beneath the com-
parative literary project of Erich Auerbach and other high cultural
humanists and beneath contemporary critical theory is a common relig-
ious model, a Manichaean model. He traces this model back to the
founding religious sources of Western culture: to the Church and to the
Holy Roman Empire that guaranteed, in a curious way, “the integrity of
the core European literatures,” and he traces it, still deeper, to the
Christian Incarnation from whose idea “Western realistic literature as
we know it emerges.” In its idealist, unsystematically Hegelian version,
this notion of literary culture obscured the connection between its ide-
alist historicism and the concrete reality of the current imperial world
map (CAI –, –). Simultaneously, the movement of the Hegelian
Spirit (the development of self-conscious reason) was identified with
certain geographies, with Western space, European lands. A distinction
was made between geographies of light and geographies of darkness,
the enlightened nations and the dark continent. The Spirit moved from
East to West, while leaving some cultural geographies in utter darkness.

Said draws on Gramsci’s Some Aspects of the Southern Question to make
sense of these geographies of East and West, light and dark. Gramsci,
he claims, is a spatial and geographical thinker as is shown by his fre-
quent use of words such “as ‘terrain,’ ‘territory,’ ‘blocks,’ and ‘region.’”
He finds the political issues that Gramsci grapples with in The Southern
Question relevant to his critique of the Manichaean disposition in prom-
inent forms of Western thought. Gramsci wants to make sure that
important social relations are not obscured; thus he explicitly connects
the poverty of southern Italy, with its vast labor pool of unemployed and
underemployed workers, to the exploitative economic policies of the
north. The histories of the two regions are discrepant, but they overlap
in basic ways. Similarly, Said connects “the development of comparative
literature and the emergence of imperial geography,” and he goes on to
connect this imperial geography to progressive movements and to con-
temporary critical theory. Thus the Manichaeanism of the women’s and
the working-class movements, which were progressive on their issues but
enthusiastic supporters of the American empire. Thus the Manichaean
blindness of contemporary theorists. “To read most cultural deconstruc-
tionists, or Marxists, or new historicists is to read writers whose political
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horizon, whose historical location is within a society and culture deeply
enmeshed in imperial domination.” But few seem to notice or to make
critical allowances for it. They see representation as problematic, but
rarely “put it in its full political context, a context that is primarily impe-
rial” (CAI –, –). Against this Manichaean perspective, Said
advocates a contrapuntal perspective, which connects what Manichaean-
ism would put asunder. This effort to connect, over against the religious
desire to separate, is what Said calls secular interpretation.

Said begins his secular interpretation with the common-sense notion
of culture as something other than the ugly thing that Joseph Conrad
said that it was, only to undermine that common sense and underscore
Conrad’s view. Said focuses less on military conquest, territorial acqui-
sition, and colonial administration than on attitude, disposition, and
imagination. Following Raymond Williams’ idea of a “structure of
feeling,”24 Said speaks of a “structure of attitude and reference.” In this
regard, he is most interested in English, French, and American “struc-
tures,” because of their projective, geographically far-flung, and global-
izing imagination. Said describes his method early in the book. He
begins with the proposition that Western imperialism created one world,
undermining, before the fact, Manichaean conceptions of Western and
non-Western cultures. Their histories, he argues, are intertwined and
overlapping; so he employs a contrapuntal method that examines these
cultures together and not as autonomous subjects that can be under-
stood discretely. This he hopes will make the “politics of blame” and the
“politics of confrontation,” as exemplified by the Gulf War, less likely
(CAI xvi–xvii, –).

Said returns to Joseph Conrad, the subject of his dissertation and first
book,25 to illustrate the contrapuntal approach. From Conrad’s novella,
Heart of Darkness, Said derives two visions of the imperial process, two
possible arguments about the nature and meaning of the “old imperial
enterprise.” On one view, imperialism is a thoroughly Western-centered
event; this vision is omnifocal, but strictly European and American in
perspective. Here Westerners tell a story to themselves about themselves,
where their former colonies, now free from official domination, are the
objects of Europe’s imperial desires. These desires are represented not
only in Western constructions of its former colonies as markets, but also
“as locales on the ideological map over which they continue to rule
morally and intellectually.” Such desire is a trace of the imperial past in
the postcolonial present. As exemplary of that desire, Said quotes Saul
Bellow’s aggressive and crude invocation of Western superiority: “Show
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me the Zulu Tolstoy.” This first of “two visions in Heart of Darkness,” he
argues, obscures and conceals the intertwined histories and overlapping
territories of the West and its other. The second vision, in contrast, is
ambivalent, less certain, more conscious of the contingency of the impe-
rial enterprise. Even if the subject of this vision could not imagine an
alternative to imperialism, to European domination of the non-Western
world, it does allow Conrad’s “later readers to imagine something other
than an Africa carved up into dozens of European colonies, even if, for
his own part, he had little notion of what that Africa might be” (CAI ,
–).

Said suggests that there is a connection between “the discourse of
resurgent empire,” an outgrowth of Conrad’s first vision in Heart of
Darkness, and an ideological shift within the domain of high theory. Hand
in hand with a resurgence of imperial desire were Jean-François Lyotard
and Michel Foucault’s disenchantment with narratives of emancipation.
“After years of support for anti-colonial struggles in Algeria, Cuba,
Vietnam, Palestine, Iran, which came to represent for many Western
intellectuals their deepest engagement in the politics and philosophy of
anti-imperialist decolonization, a moment of exhaustion and disap-
pointment was reached.” Said does not draw a causal connection
between the two developments, but he clearly thinks that they are con-
nected, part of the same event, the same historical conjuncture (CAI ).
On Said’s view, the disenchantment of Western intellectuals with narra-
tives of emancipation is the other side of the nostalgia for empire.

He enlists Salman Rushdie, who marshals George Orwell and Samuel
Beckett, to illustrate the second line of vision in Heart of Darkness. This
second narrative line suggests a different notion of imperialism as non-
Eurocentric, nontotalizing, and profoundly secular. In this vision,
Conrad’s intellectual honesty outruns his prejudice as he accents, despite
himself, realities inaccessible to the imperial gaze. I say despite himself
advisedly, because Said also suggests that this honesty is self-conscious
and intentional. “Conrad’s way of demonstrating this discrepancy
between the orthodox and his own views of empire is to keep drawing
attention to how ideas and values are constructed (and deconstructed)
through dislocations in the narrator’s language.” Here Said refers to
Conrad’s narrators as self-conscious, reflective, anxiety-ridden witnesses
to European imperialism. Conrad constructs an unstable, discrepant
vision of imperialism where things are not always as they appear or as
Europeans represent them, where other representations are possible.
This vision permits us to see imperialism in all of its benevolent and
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cruel complexity, as an ensemble of historically intertwined but discrep-
ant experiences (CAI –). The first vision in Heart of Darkness repre-
sents the dominant, asymmetrical view, where the history of colonial
territories is merely the history of imperial intervention. On this view,
“colonial undertakings were marginal and perhaps even eccentric to the
central activities of the great metropolitan cultures.” This vision con-
structs the West, in a Hegelian fashion, as the supersubject of history,
shedding light on the dark places of people without history (CAI ). The
second vision is a comparative or contrapuntal exploration of imperial-
ism as the overlapping but discrepant experiences of Western and non-
Western peoples. Said’s analysis builds on this second (secular) vision in
Heart of Darkness. This vision legitimizes a non-Manichaean interpreta-
tion of imperialism, from which the common horizon of ideas such as
the canon, Weltliteratur, nationality, race, colonialism, and liberation
become visible. This contrapuntal vision holds the metropole and its
geographically distant colonies in view simultaneously.

Perhaps no example of this contrapuntal, secular mode of interpre-
tation has generated more controversy than Said’s reading of Jane
Austen’s Mansfield Park. Austen is pivotal for Said’s argument, and in
turn, is central to my interpretation of religious discourse as a constitu-
tive feature of Said’s intellectual structure of attitude and reference.
Religious discourse is to Said’s analysis of imperialism as Antigua is to
Austen’s vision of Mansfield Park. On its face, this may sound like a pre-
posterous claim, but I think that it is no more preposterous than, and just
as illuminating as, Said’s analysis of Mansfield Park. Since my analysis is
in symbiosis with Said’s account, what I think will only emerge as I read
Said reading Austen.

Said’s basic claim is straightforward. The peace, harmony, and
domestic tranquility of the factual and the fictional Mansfield Park
depend on the cruelties of slave-based sugar production in Antigua –
they depend on each other. The colonial economy mirrors the gender
dynamics of the domestic economy.26 “Austen sees what Fanny does as
a domestic or small-scale moment in space that corresponds to the
larger, more openly colonial movements of Sir Thomas, her mentor, the
man whose estate she inherits.” According to Said, Austen was fully
aware of the material relationship between the calm splendor of the
English place, such as Mansfield Park, and Caribbean sugar plantations,
where slavery was not abolished until the s (CAI ). Fanny Price’s
bourgeois life style and the life of anonymous Antiguan slaves under the
cruel whip of the slave-driver are part of a single reality. Said’s contra-
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puntal reading is designed to make explicit what is often implicit in the
English realistic novel, that is, a “structure of attitude and reference”
that presupposes as ordinary and everyday English overseas colonial
possessions. Though aware of this connection, it is not something that
Austen need think about too much; again, it is part of her “prejudice,”
background assumptions, the common sense that makes possible the
factual and the fictional Mansfield Park.

On this point, Michael Steffes27 demurs. He disputes Said’s claim that
we should read Mansfield Park as resisting or avoiding its Antiguan con-
nection, but ultimately failing because of its own “formal inclusiveness,
historical honesty, and prophetic suggestiveness” (CAI ). He disputes,
in short, the claim that Austen’s passing reference to Antigua is a
Freudian “slip of the pen.” Far from expressing something she wished to
repress and conceal, Austen’s reference to Antigua is self-conscious, an
intentional act that is central to what she wants to say. In this heavily doc-
umented essay, Steffes shows how wide-spread antislavery sentiment was
in Austen’s England, the preponderance of the evidence for her personal
opposition to slavery, and the obvious irony in her invocation of slavery.
What Austen wants to say by invoking slavery in Antigua, and here
Steffes agrees with Peter Smith, is that “Mansfield Park rests upon a sym-
bolic equivalence established between the forced labour of African
cane-cutters and that invisible figure who stands in the margin of every
page Jane Austen wrote, the unmarried gentlewoman who has no money
of her own.”28 Austen, then, cannot be read as supporting slavery or of
being indifferent.29 This argument, however, misses the point, which is
not that Austen supported slavery, but that she represents through her
novel a set of dispositions and attitudes that were constitutive of the
latter age of empire.

Referring to what reading Austen entails as attending to the world
“outside” the novel, Said remarks: “But all these things having to do with
the outside brought in seem unmistakably there in the suggestiveness of
her allusive and abstract language” (CAI ). This is precisely the argu-
ment that I make for the place of religious discourse in Said’s analysis of
imperialism – for that matter, in the whole of his critical work. The allu-
sive and suggestive use of “missionary,” “evangelical,” and “errand into
the wilderness” show how religious ideas are constitutive of his analysis
of imperialism.

Said’s analysis of Mansfield Park opens many lines of inquiry, which I
cannot pursue. But looking backward and forward, I can say more about
the importance of Said’s interpretation, which I propose to turn back on
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him. Looking backwards, we see the centrality of Mansfield Park to Said’s
claim that the British realistic novel constructs an imperial “structure of
attitude and reference.” This structure, as I suggested earlier, is an
instance of the “geographical imagination,” where “the facts of empire
are associated with sustained possession, with far-flung and sometimes
unknown spaces, with eccentric or unacceptable human beings, with
fortune-enhancing or fantasized activities like emigration, money-
making, and sexual adventure” (CAI ). Having discerned this struc-
ture, Said describes the first of its fourfold interpretive consequences,
namely, “an unusual organic continuity” between earlier British novels
such as Mansfield Park and later novels such as Heart of Darkness. The con-
nective tissue of these earlier and later novels is imperialism. Said denies
the claim that this view commits him to the notion that novels have “leg-
islative or direct political authority.” They are not, as he puts it, either
frigates or bank drafts, but esthetic artifacts, whose political implications
are highly mediated and heterogeneous (CAI ). Here and elsewhere, he
rejects crudely reductionistic arguments, where esthetic merit is ade-
quately accounted for through the cultural studies language of “produc-
tion,” by situating himself between romantic and antiromantic accounts
of esthetics.

Said concludes that, by the mid-nineteenth century, novelists could
not “ignore the vast overseas reach of British power.” Thus the fourth
interpretive consequence of the British “structure” is an anti-idealistic
account of how novels relate to the exercise of power and privilege at
home and abroad. Said rejects the notion that this connecting structure
can be found “outside the novels themselves, which means that one gets
the particular, concrete experiences of ‘abroad’ only in individual
novels.” This means that critics cannot merely “summarize and judge”;
they have to carefully analyze “works whose paraphrasable content they
might regard as politically and morally objectionable” (CAI ).

From Said’s account, I draw several conclusions. Austen’s Mansfield
Park, with its vague allusions to empire, is part of the same structure of
attitude and reference that produced the eerie realism of Conrad’s Heart
of Darkness. Her novel precedes the “scramble for Africa” that defined
the classic age of empire, while his novel is contemporaneous with it.
Both novels, and all cultural artifacts, must be read with attention to
what they include and exclude. These novels did not produce imperial-
ism, but imperialism is unimaginable without them. Imagine no Kim, no
Heart of Darkness and now, after Said, no Mansfield Park. Finally, I discern
an argument about “a complex ideological configuration underlying”
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imperialism and the narrative authority of the realistic novel. Said is no
advocate of the simpleminded critique of narrative, so fashionable in
some circles, as his argument for Enlightenment narratives of emanci-
pation shows. What he criticizes here is a particular construction of nar-
rative: narrative as Christian triumphalism, a quasi-Hegelian narrative
with Europe as history’s subject and Europe’s colonies and former colo-
nies as objects. He argues that this narrative authority helped consoli-
date, refine, and articulate imperial authority, by constructing and
investing social space in particular ways. By imagining geographically
distant places as imperial prospects, they facilitated the colonizing, pop-
ulating, and depopulating of actually existing territories. Again, as Said
notes, this structure of attitude and reference (where spatial differentia-
tion is always moralized and the power to narrate is an imperial prerog-
ative) is part of a trajectory, an “imperial imaginary” that precedes the
classic age of empire.

Looking forward, beyond Mansfield Park, which he privileges in describ-
ing the imperial structure of attitude and reference, Said explores the
presence or absence of a French analogue. He does so while further
elaborating his account of culture and imperialism. Said does not
find a substantial French analogue to the British structure until after the
mid-nineteenth century, which is not to say that there was not an “infra-
structure” of attitude and reference. This infrastructure centers on
Napoleon’s imperial escapades, which fed the French romantic spirit and
enabled an emerging “disciplinary order” dominated by “archeology,
linguistics, historiography, Orientalism, and experimental biology” (CAI
). The important point here is that French arts and sciences, as
Rousseau would put it, were enabled by Napoleon’s imperial adventures,
especially in Egypt. This helps to illuminate Said’s reading of a particu-
lar cultural artifact, Verdi’s Egyptian opera. According to Said, Aida
“embodies, as it was intended to do, the authority of Europe’s version of
Egypt at a moment in nineteenth-century history.” It reveals what it tries
hard to exclude, namely, the colonial context that is constitutive of “its
commission and composition.” Read contrapuntally, “Aida reveals a
structure of reference and attitude, a web of affiliations, connections,
decisions, and collaborations, which can be read as leaving a set of
ghostly notations in the opera’s visual and musical text” (CAI ).

Said follows the same interpretive vein when assessing Albert Camus’
novels and Rudyard Kipling’s novel, Kim. As with Jane Austen, no matter
how muted the reference, Camus’ novels are clearly constituted by, and
constitutive of, a French structure of attitude and reference. They are
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not merely anguished reflections on the human condition, but cultural
interventions in “the contest between Algerian nationalism and French
colonialism” (CAI ). Accordingly, the murdered Arab in The Stranger
and the deaths of countless Arabs in The Plague provide an anonymous
stage for the dramatic engagements of Meursault, Rieux, and Tarrou.
Camus displaces the reality of Arab deaths at the hands of French impe-
rialists on to an anonymous biblical-like plague. Camus has his charac-
ters ask existential questions at the point where they should be asking
socio-historical ones. He waxes metaphysical precisely at the point
where more mundane accounts are available. Said might object to the
vigor with which I have developed his views, but they are his views, and
I think that he is right. A contrapuntal reading of Camus, therefore,
would accent the geographical reality and imagination that circum-
scribe his novels and the way that they distill “the traditions, idioms, and
discursive strategies of France’s appropriation of Algeria.” With Camus,
Said concludes, a massive French “structure of feeling” receives its most
exquisite and final articulation (CAI ).

Said’s reading of Kipling is interesting, especially when he connects
“surveillance and control over India” with British love and fascination
and with the esthetic and psychological pleasure that they derived. But
this reading otherwise lacks the power of his readings of Austen and
Camus. Kipling is so obvious, there is no power of surprise. And Said
fails, at least in my view, to defamiliarize Kipling sufficiently so that he
can be encountered anew. On my view, this is his least insightful and least
persuasive reading. I agree with Said when he says that Kim is “a great
[imperial] document of its historical moment,” but not when he calls it
“an aesthetic milestone,” though a “milestone along the way to midnight
August –, ” it certainly was (CAI –).

What did those whom Salman Rushdie calls “midnight’s children”
think of this document? How did they resist, oppose, and contest imperi-
alism, the massive structures (English, French, and American) of attitude
and reference that Said describes? In his first novel, Midnight’s Children,
Rushdie represents India on the verge of independence, which became
effective at midnight  August . By lending an ear to the voices of
India’s people and to the voices of other colonial peoples aspiring to
national liberation, Said departs radically from Orientalism. Culture and
Imperialism explores contrapuntally, as intertwined histories and overlap-
ping events, the Western discourse of cultural imperialism and the “non-
Western” resistance and opposition that it inspired. While Said limits his
analysis to English, French, and American imperialism as he does in
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Orientalism, his scope is much broader, including African, Asian, and colo-
nial sites in the Americas. He also gives much-needed attention to Ireland,
an important “white colony,” and to Ireland’s foremost “poet of decolo-
nialization,” William Butler Yeats. Poets of decolonialization precede the
theorists of liberation in Said’s account. Besides the Irish Yeats, Said cites
Pablo Neruda (Chile), Amie Cesaire (Martinique), and Mahmoud
Darwish (Palestine) as poets of decolonialization. From the very begin-
ning, Said’s account is disorienting – Yeats a poet of decolonialization? By
beginning with Yeats, Said allows us to see colonialism and decolonializa-
tion in a new light. We see the intertextual traces of the Irishman Yeats, a
poet of decolonialization, in the work of Chinua Achebe, an African nov-
elist of decolonialization. With the help of Said we can see past Yeats’
current canonical status as a great Western poet and see him anew, for the
first time, as the critic of English imperialism that he was. And we see just
how central Irish nationalism is to his critique.

These poets, Said emphasizes, are nationalists. But he wants to distin-
guish, though not absolutely, their nationalisms from the imperial
nationalisms of the Western powers. If imperialism is the aggressive ter-
ritorial expansion of nationalism,30 then decolonialization is the recov-
ery of lost territory. “The slow and often bitterly disputed recovery of
geographical territory which is at the heart of decolonialization is pre-
ceded – as empire had been – by the charting of cultural territory” (CAI
). This is an important point. What Said suggests is that a “counter-
structure of attitude and reference,” articulated in many cases by poets
of decolonialization, was constitutive of anticolonial efforts. Again,
these efforts took a nationalist form, as they had to under the constraints
of European modernity, where power is articulated in national terms.
These poets avoid nativism, as do most forms of nationalism during the
decolonizing phase of anti-imperialism. They rejected absolute distinc-
tions between colonizer and colonized and notions of a pristine preco-
lonial identity. Even as they fight for control of territory, they know that
their history and the colonizer’s history are intertwined. Yeats, for
example, avoids the nativist turn, at least before he became a fascist,
when articulating the emancipatory aspirations of the Irish people, who
were suffering under English rule. Yeats’ contrapuntal construction of
nationalist identity, along with those of the other poets of decolonializa-
tion, held at arm’s length the nativism that would deform many postco-
lonial nationalisms.

The poets did not recognize and consciously resist nativism so much
as they were customarily and habitually indisposed toward it. It fell to a
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theorist of liberation, Frantz Fanon, to point out the dangers of nati-
vism. And nativism, on Said’s view, is the eminent form of nationalism
as religious–cultural effect. For the nativist, national identity is defined
by the quest for pure essence and lost origins. Nativism is millenarian
in that it looks backwards by looking forward to the time when a pris-
tine, essential, precolonial, prelapsarian sense of peoplehood is restored.
Nativism represents the afterlife of cultural imperialism in the postcolo-
nial context. Said privileges Fanon’s work in his account of theorists
of liberation. This account begins with Fanon’s rereading of Hegel’s
master–slave dialectic, proceeds through an account of the Manichaean-
ism of the colonial city, and culminates in a Marxist-derived critique of
the national bourgeoisie. Fanon illustrates well the complexities and
hybridity of decolonizing and postcolonial critics.

These critics are especially indebted to four decolonializing and post-
colonial historians: C. L. R. James (The Black Jacobins), George Antonius
(The Arab Awakening), Ranajit Guha (A Rule of Property for Bengal), and
S. H. Alatas (The Myth of the Lazy Native). These historians provide a
bridge, not necessarily chronological, between the poets of decoloniali-
zation, such as Yeats, and the theorists of liberation, such as Fanon.
Their works, according to Said, represent “the voyage in,” colonial intel-
lectuals taking the case for decolonization and liberation from imperial
domination into the metropolitan center, Europe’s “heart of darkness.”
This voyage down the Congo River of the European imperial imagina-
tion, rewrites and reaccents Conrad’s fictional voyage, shedding new
light into a different kind of darkness. These works represent a “variety
of hybrid cultural work” by intellectuals who recognize the intertwining
and overlapping of their history and that of the metropolis. Their work
is designed to command both the attentions of the colonial “periphery”
and the metropolitan “center.” This hybrid, contrapuntal perspective
allows them to engage in severe criticism of Western imperialism
without denying the commonalities that the imperial experience had
wrought. In this way, their work is “fundamental to the cultural coalition
now being built between anti-imperial resistance in the peripheries and
oppositional culture of Europe and the United States” (CAI ).

Said describes Fanon as the first major anti-imperialist theorist to rec-
ognize that orthodox nationalism follows the same path that imperialism
created. While the imperialists appeared to cede authority to the nation-
alist bourgeoisie, in fact they really extended their own hegemony. To tell
a simple national story, therefore, is to repeat, extend, and produce “new
forms of imperialism.” Fanon’s great achievement in The Wretched of the
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Earth, according to Said, “is first to represent colonialism and national-
ism in their Manichaean contest, then to enact the birth of an indepen-
dence movement, finally to transfigure that movement into what is in
effect a trans-personal and trans-national force.” As the most important
theoretical practitioner of this culturally hybrid work, Fanon recognized
how the Manichaeanism of colonial social space – the “clean, well-
lighted European city and the dark, fetid, ill-lit casbah,” can re-emerge
and replicate along class, gender, and ethnic lines in the postcolonial city
(CAI , –, ).

The word Manichaean dominates my account of Said’s views of cultu-
ral imperialism. Not surprisingly, I think that it would be wrong to say
that Said uses this word absentmindedly. His use of this term is too self-
assured for that, as casual and self-assured as Austen’s passing reference
to Antigua. My question is what does Manichaean mean and why is Said
self-assured in his usage? There is nothing mysterious here: Manichaean
refers to the ways of the Manichees, a religious community founded in
the third century  by the Persian-born Mani. But what is Said signify-
ing when he uses the word? Why does he find this particular word so
useful for describing the culture of imperialism?

Manichaeanism (and a cluster of formative myths and related tradi-
tions) has several features that might provide answers to these questions,
the most important being its radical dualism. This dualism is simultane-
ously cosmological and ethical; it pertains to God and matter, light and
dark, good and evil. Manichaeanism is an important example of what,
for lack of a better term, we might call ancient Iranian national religios-
ity. It was a late, eclectic development of a trajectory that included
Zervanism, Zoroastrianism, Mandaism, and Gnosticism. All these tra-
ditions presuppose some version of cosmic conflict between radically
dualistic principles. The core myth is of Zervanian derivation and con-
cerns the birth of cosmic twins called Ohrmazd or Good and Ahriman
or Evil. Ahriman was first born and is described as black and evil-
smelling, while Ohrmazd is fair and sweet-smelling. Their struggle for
supremacy, as predestined, would eventually end with the triumph of
Good over Evil. In Zoroastrianism, the cosmic struggle between
Ohrmazd and Ahriman is reproduced. In Gnosticism, this cosmological
distinction is associated with light and darkness, spirit and matter. These
distinctions are constitutive of Manichaeanism and its reconfiguration
of the core Zervanian myth.31 Most of that reconfigured myth is not
important for my purposes, but Manichaean eschatology, where the
forces of light triumph over the forces of darkness, is important in

The religious effects of culture: imperialism 



making sense of Said’s critique of imperialism as a religious, metaphys-
ical, moralistic, and geographical act of imagination.

When viewed against the backdrop of this cursory description
of Manichaeanism, Said’s reference to Fanon’s “clean, well-lighted
European city and the dark, fetid, ill-lit casbah,” takes on added signi-
ficance. Imperialism creates on the concrete level of lived human expe-
rience geographies of light and dark. The symbolic becomes the literal,
the virtual becomes actual, as a metaphysically conceived darkness is
reproduced on the political level. Fanon, then, is Said’s best example of
an emancipatory nationalist, someone for whom nationalism is neces-
sary but full of pitfalls. It is a transitory phase between imperial domi-
nation and national liberation, with national liberation defined
ultimately and paradoxically as a postnationalist form of solidarity. Here
at last, the god of nationalism is slain. Nationalism as religious–cultural
effect and imperialism as Manichaean vision give way to a truly secular
vision of human solidarity that binds “the European as well as the native
together in a new non-adversarial community of awareness and anti-
imperialism” (CAI ).

Both retrospectively and prospectively, Said’s entire critique of impe-
rialism can be construed as referring to this underlying Manichaean
vision. His call for a contrapuntal approach to the intertwined histories
and overlapping territories of the culture of imperialism should be seen
as a secular critique of this irreducibly religious view, where Manichaean
dualism invests the geography of East and West in an invidious way with
cosmological significance, and maps those differences in ethical terms.
This dualism also allows Austen to refer absentmindedly to Antiguan
slavery, and allows Camus to be untroubled by the anonymity of his
Arab characters, whether they are murdered or taken by the plague.
Said disrupts the economy of light and darkness, the religious and meta-
physically derived conception of social space, and the ethical dualism
that it sustains, by joining at the head and the hip, as it were, Ohrmazd
and Ahriman.

    

The idea of Manichaeanism also informs Said’s analysis of postcolonial
(which is not to say postimperial) culture. T. S. Eliot’s complex reflections
on past, present, and future, each anticipating, presupposing, and mutu-
ally determining the others, underscore Said’s notion of cultural impe-
rialism as the presence of the imperialist past in the postcolonial present.
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According to Said, the culture of imperialism has left a residue of atti-
tudes and historically informed reflexes that, under certain circum-
stances, uncritically propel “the Western powers into action against
ex-colonial peoples.” Said characterizes this imperial dynamic in terms
of its “separating, essentializing, dominating, and reactive tendencies.”
What Said describes here is the atavistic irruption of those Manichaean-
derived elements that are constitutive of Western imperial identity. This
identity expresses itself, domestically, in reactionary cultural politics,
which represent an atavistic recovery of the imperial moment – what
Mircea Eliade calls sacred time. Said construes this moment as replicat-
ing Matthew Arnold’s notion of culture and of dovetailing with Francis
Fukuyama’s triumphalist reading of American liberal democracy as the
“end of history.” Fukuyama is part of an interpretive tradition in which
culture and humanistic study are constructed as “the recovery of the
Judeo-Christian or Western heritage.” In some versions, American her-
itage is ethnically cleansed of Native American and other forms of cul-
tural contamination (CAI –, ).

Internationally, the elision and denial of the relationship between
Western imperialism and its culture is reproduced in “Strident journa-
listic debates about decolonization, in which imperialism is repeatedly
on record as saying, in effect, You are what you are because of us; when
we left, you reverted to your deplorable state.” Said describes these jour-
nalistic debates as strident, “right-ward-tending,” rhetorics of blame.
They separate what they designate as the Western ethos from the non-
white, non-Jewish, and non-Christian, which they herd together under
the rubric of non-Western, and demean as terroristic and second-rate.
To define the West by attacking the non-Western is a virtue:

Self-definition is one of the activities practiced by all cultures: it has a rhetoric,
a set of occasions and authorities (national feast, for example, times of crisis,
founding fathers, basic texts, and so on), and a familiarity all its own. Yet in a
world tied together as never before by travel, environmental and regional
conflicts that can expand with tremendous speed, the assertion of identity is by
no means a mere ceremonial matter. What strikes me as especially dangerous is
that it can mobilize passions atavistically, throwing people back to an earlier
imperial time when the West and its opponents championed and even embod-
ied virtues designed not as virtues so to speak but for war. (CAI , , , )

Such rhetoric, Said argues, leads “inevitably to mass slaughter,” to
rhetorical if not literal slaughter. Thus the Gulf War. As I suggested in
chapter , Said was greatly disturbed by the dispatch and conformity
that characterized the American decision to go to war against Iraq

The religious effects of culture: imperialism 



during the Gulf Crisis of  and . The Gulf War underscores
Said’s claim that there is a residual imperialism that manifests itself
reflexively and uncritically in military action by the Western powers
against so-called Third World people. The historical roots of this phe-
nomenon lie in the peculiarities of America’s historically persistent self-
image of moral exceptionalism. Even though the American government
has an unbroken history of imperial intervention into so-called Third
World countries from  to , and many others before and after this
period, its official self-image is that of the guardian of freedom and
democracy. On this view, American interventions were not expansion-
ist, nor was America trying to shore up Europe’s crumbling empire. On
the contrary, America was acting in the interest of freedom and democ-
racy as international guardian, regent, and godfather. This self-image,
Said argues, complete with “a sense of mission, historical necessity, and evan-
gelical fervor” (emphasis is mine), insulates the United States, at least in its
official mind, from the charge of imperialism. The idea that United
States intervention into the Gulf was an imperial venture was never
given a serious hearing. Those who made such arguments were viewed
as raving ideologues who deserved to be shunted aside and marginalized
as the stooges and “crackpots” that they were. A scattered and largely
ineffective protest against United States intervention barely raised any
doubts for a significant segment of the American public. America’s
moral exceptionalism remained an unquestioned article of faith. From
the Puritan errand into the wilderness to the Gulf War – excepting a
brief period of doubt and introspection following the Vietnam War and
an even briefer period after the Mexican War of  – this sense of
manifest destiny was unbroken.

Said mocks the solemn talk of “principles, morality, and right” that
occurred in many media outlets during the Gulf Crisis and War. It
barely succeeded in concealing American-style realpolitik – a naked act of
power, in pursuit of geo-imperialist interests (CAI ). But more than
this was going on. The “nationalist psychosis” that Said describes – if not
on both sides of the imperial divide, then surely on the Western one,
which produced the Gulf War and was engendered by the politics of
national identity – can be interpreted, within the limits of Said’s assump-
tions, as a post-Arnoldian analogue of Protestant enthusiasm:

Historically the American, and perhaps generally the Western media have been
sensory extensions of the main cultural context. Arabs are only an attenuated
recent example of Others who have incurred the wrath of a stern White man,
a kind of Puritan superego whose errand into the wilderness knows few boun-
daries and who will go to any lengths to make his points. (CAI )
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I shall address Said’s reference to stern White men, Puritan superegos,
and errands into the wilderness in a moment. But surely Locke’s critique
of enthusiasm, mediated, perhaps, by Said’s reading of Swift’s Tale of the
Tub, underlies this critique? Enthusiasm was a one-word description of
the fervor and zeal of the nonconforming church in England. It was a
fairly common term. In Leviathan, Hobbes traces enthusiasm to an excess
of passion. He calls it a form of madness and compares it to intoxica-
tion, fever, and demonic possession, which is madness under another
description.32 On this view, enthusiasm is an extreme, demonically
inspired form of false consciousness. In , Meric Casaubon wrote A
Treatise Concerning Enthusiasm and the following year Henry More wrote
Enthusiasm Triumphatus (). Perhaps best known was Locke’s  cri-
tique of enthusiasm in chapter  of An Inquiry Concerning Human
Understanding. In good empiricist fashion, Locke regards enthusiasm as
the refusal of evidence, disregard for rational argument, and deference
to the authority of “inner light” – that is, an intuitive, God-given sense
of the truth. Locke asks “Who can reasonably expect arguments and
conviction from him in dealing with others, whose understanding is not
accustomed to them in his dealing with himself ?” He suggests that
enthusiasm is a private form of revelation, “which, laying by reason,
would set up revelation without it. Whereby in effect it takes away both
reason and revelation, and substitutes in the room of them the
ungrounded fancies of a man’s own brain, and assumes them for a foun-
dation both of opinion and conduct.” Enthusiasm is a product of intel-
lectual laziness, an unwillingness to engage in the tedium of strict
reasoning. Neither reasonable nor revelatory, enthusiasm is anti-intel-
lectualism in its purist form. “Their minds being thus prepared, what-
ever groundless opinion comes to settle itself strongly upon their fancies,
is an illumination from the Spirit of God.” Nor is error possible. “Reason
is lost upon them, they are above it: they see the light infused into their
understandings, and cannot be mistaken . . . they feel the hand of God
moving them within, and the impulses of the Spirit, and cannot be mis-
taken in what they feel.”33

This is the intellectual environment in which Swift wrote. He asso-
ciated enthusiasm with self-induced madness, Dionysian sexuality,
Gnostic heresy, and violence, all of which he saw as human artifice, a
“mechanical operation.” The artificial nature of religious enthusiasm is
the primary theme of Swift’s essay “The Mechanical Operation of the
Spirit.” Swift echoes Locke when he describes enthusiasm as neither
divine inspiration nor demonic possession, nor “the product of natural
causes, the effect of strong imagination, spleen, violent anger, fear, grief,

The religious effects of culture: imperialism 



pain, and the like.” On the contrary, in enthusiasm he discerns the bour-
geois spirit of acquisitiveness. Enthusiasm, he says, anticipating Weber’s
Protestant Ethic, is a trade. Working out one’s “soul-salvation” looks a lot
like making money. Perhaps this reference to commerce refers to more
than money. Perhaps it refers to the trade in human bodies and their
pleasures? These questions are not far off the mark insofar as Swift’s lan-
guage suggests that enthusiasm is a collective orgasm.34 Sexual impro-
priety was a standard criticism of dissenters. The ecstatic character of
Puritan liturgies, it was thought, suggested sexual orgy. Dissenters were
often suspected of strange and perverse sexual practices, which in turn
were associated with witchcraft. Swift assumed that there was a connec-
tion between the enthusiasm of the Puritan Revolution and devil
worship. In other words, he construes enthusiasm, as had his patron Sir
William Temple, as part of the same set of anxieties that produced a
witchcrazed society – the last such craze had occurred only two decades
before Swift’s birth.35

This detour into the views of Locke and Swift is not aimless wander-
ing. On the contrary, Said has a high regard for Swift who exemplifies
the cultural anarchy that Said commends. Swift helps to illuminate
Said’s self-image and his critique of imperialism as enthusiasm, a relig-
ious effect of culture. According to Said, Swift was “an extraordinarily
important organic intellectual because of his closeness to real political
power.” His work shows a remarkable opposition to war, “conquest,
colonial oppression, religious factionalism, the manipulation of minds
and bodies, schemes for projecting power on nature, on human beings,
and on history, the tyranny of the majority, monetary profit for its own
sake, the victimization of the poor by a privileged oligarchy” (WTC
–). Said’s praise of Swift, among other things, should be viewed in
relation to Swift’s low regard for Calvinist enthusiasm and his anticolo-
nialism. Swift thought that Calvinism was a murderous creed, whose
advocates always committed villainy and cruelty “under the disguise of
religion and long prayers.” He is just as crude in his description of
Calvinism as he thinks Calvinism is gross in its enthusiastic practices.
When referring to “Jack,” the personification of Protestant enthusiasm
in Tale of the Tub, Swift notes his roguish behavior: how, when Jack had a
trick to play, would fall to his knees, lift-up his eyes, and pray as if in the
midst of a kennel. Those who knew better would get as far away as pos-
sible, knowing full well of his crude practice of “pissing” into the eyes
and spattering with mud curious and unsuspecting strangers.36

Said’s reference to evangelical fervor presupposes all of this and
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undergirds his reference to “the wrath of a stern White man, a kind of
Puritan superego whose errand into the wilderness knows few boundar-
ies and who will go to any lengths to make his points.” Behind Said’s
casual invocation of the “errand into the wilderness” lies a rich history
of Puritan scholarship: from the monumental work of Perry Miller to
the revisionary work of Scavan Bercovitch. These scholars refer repeat-
edly to the Puritan colonizers’ self-image. They were the new children
of Israel, conquering a new land of Canaan, where they would establish
a New Jerusalem. This recalls what Said said in his dispute with Michael
Walzer: “There is no Israel without the conquest of Canaan and the
expulsion or inferior status of Canaanites – then as now.” In the same
vein, there is no America, no American Israel or New Jerusalem, without
the conquest and extirpation of new world Canaanites. Thus the evoc-
ative power of the Puritan errand into the wilderness – Said’s preferred
trope for dispossession and empire.
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The responsibilities of the secular critic

In “Speaking the Truth to Power,” the fifth of his six-part Reith Lectures,
Representations of the Intellectual, Said poses the following question:

Is the intellectual galvanized into intellectual action by primordial, local,
instinctive loyalties – one’s race, or people, or religion – or is there some more
universal and rational set of principles that can and perhaps do govern how one
speaks and writes? In effect I am asking the basic question for the intellectual:
how does one speak the truth? What truth? For whom and where? (RI )

Said has always been something of a Trojan horse in the poststructural-
ist–postmodernist city. This passage is only one place among many where
he expresses his suspicion of those who are suspicious of truth, of those
who describe themselves as poststructuralist or postmodernist. Said is a
high modernist, who is neither poststructuralist nor antipoststructuralist.
He is ambivalent – an in-house critic, an exiled admirer. While skeptical
of naïve notions of truth he is equally skeptical of the notion that truth
is “endlessly deferred” or the notion that truth and power are the same
thing or that the former is a mask for the latter. By proposing to speak
truth to power, Said signals his rejection of a particular epistemological
and ethical construction of truth, where Descartes’ certainty and
Nietzsche’s radical skepticism are two sides of a single misunderstanding.
But he takes a false step when he places universality and rationality in
opposition to those things that he construes as “instinctive,” especially
religion. This step obscures the affinities between his notion of intellec-
tual responsibility and what Nietzsche describes as the outcome of a two-
thousand-year-old Christian tradition of truth-telling. I explore this
affiliation through a triangular analysis of Said, Noam Chomsky, and
Michel Foucault. From Said’s current views, I work backwards through
the Chomsky–Foucault debate of the s, to Nietzsche’s Christian-
derived notion of promise-making and truth-telling. This trajectory
partly underwrites Said’s notion of intellectual responsibility.





 -    

“It is the responsibility of intellectuals to speak the truth and to expose
lies.” So writes Chomsky. That intellectuals have such responsibility
may not be so obvious, given Martin Heidegger’s  Rectorship
Address, where he wrote “that ‘truth is revelation of that which makes
a people certain, clear, and strong in its action and knowledge.’” This is
the only kind of “truth,” on Heidegger’s view, “that one has a respon-
sibility to speak.”1 Twenty years before it again became a scandalous
affair in Western intellectual circles, Chomsky had already “sniffed out”
Heidegger’s foul air and denounced his collaboration with National
Socialism. He opposed the conception of truth that Heidegger affirmed
and that post-Heideggerian thinkers such as Foucault elaborated. This
is a point to which I shall return.

To restate and slightly paraphrase Chomsky, the role of the intellec-
tual is to speak truth to power and to expose lies. It matters little that
these were Chomsky’s words before they were Said’s. They express suc-
cinctly Said’s view of the intellectual’s responsibility – to confront pow-
erful liars with the truth and to expose their lies to public scrutiny. This
is a risky business to be sure, but the responsibility of the intellectual nev-
ertheless. Said’s intellectual attempts to break down “stereotypes and
reductive categories” that limit thought and communication. Cynical
dismissals of the universal (always a sign of disappointed hopes and sup-
pressed sentimentality) have no place in this intellectual’s vocation. Nor
is there a place for Pyrrhonic skepticism with its contemporary French
accent, which often construes itself, against the naïveté of mitigated (or
healthy-minded) skepticism, as a higher form of sophistication. The
intellectual takes the risk of universality (knowing full well that he might
be wrong and that his hands might get dirty), treating like cases alike,
going “beyond the easy certainties provided us by our background, lan-
guage, nationality.” Under this description, universality is a radical form
of iconoclasm2 that abjures the worship of any god as idolatry (RI xi,
xiv). Said’s intellectual is something more and something less than
Antonio Gramsci’s intellectual, and should not be confused with,
although she may very well be, an academic. The responsible intellec-
tual of which he speaks is a marginal figure, who lives on the borders of
power and respectability. An expatriate in her own country, she lives in
internal exile. She is an “amateur” rather than a “professional.” Serving
no god, she speaks truth to power and exposes lies.

That Said’s intellectual is more and less than Gramsci’s intellectual
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becomes clear when we compare it to the intellectual that Julien Benda
describes in The Treason of the Intellectuals. Benda distinguishes between
“clerks” and “laymen.” Laymen are practical men and women of affairs,
the masses. They are realists and materialists. In contrast, clerks are
intellectuals, who pursue art, science, or metaphysical speculation while
disregarding practical, mundane, and worldly affairs. They are not inter-
ested in obtaining material advantage, as their “kingdom is not of this
world.” Clerks are idealists. They stand above the pandemonium of
ordinary life and, through their transcendental witness to truth and
justice, act to constrain class, racial, and national passions, which are the
religion of the masses. The clerks began, however, “to play the game of
political passions” toward the end of the nineteenth century; this was an
act of treason, the betrayal of their sacred vocation. Not only did they
play the game, but the game became their work, as the prevailing winds
of political propaganda determined what they wrote. Indeed, propa-
ganda insinuated itself into the very principles of the clerks. Following
the racial, class, and nationalist passions of the laymen, the clerks
denounced universal values and the transcendence of spirit.3 The effort
to put forth their “principles as valid in the practical order of things, as
reconcilable with the safeguarding of the sword’s conquests” was an act
of betrayal. For:

As soon as the “clerk” claims that he does not disregard the interests of the
nation or of the established classes, he is inevitably beaten, for the very good
reason that it is impossible to preach the spiritual and the universal without
undermining the institutions whose foundations are the possession of the
material and the desire to feel distinct from others. A true “clerk” (Renan) says
excellently: “The mother-country is a worldly thing; the man who wants to play
the angel will always be a bad patriot.” To be strong, and to avoid transgressing
his principles or undermining the institutions that he supports, the clerk must
self-consciously declare his principles: that the grandeur of his teaching lies precisely in
this absence of practical valve, and that the right morality for the prosperity of the kingdoms,
which are of this world, is not his, but Caesar’s. When he takes up this position, the
“clerk” is crucified, but he is respected, and his words haunt the memory of
mankind.”4

The measure of Benda’s intellectuals is their willingness to “risk being
burned at the stake, ostracized, or crucified” (RI –). Benda’s expecta-
tions are strenuous and, perhaps, unrealistic. But buried in his comba-
tive, though conservative, rhetoric is “this figure of the intellectual as a
being set apart, someone able to speak the truth to power, a crusty, elo-

 Edward Said and the religious effects of culture



quent, fantastically courageous and angry individual for whom no
worldly power is too big and imposing to be criticized and pointedly
taken to task” (RI ). Said points to Benda’s choice of a religious term
“clerics” to describe intellectuals. In choosing this term, Benda reac-
cented a word that, in earlier usage, had a more restricted meaning. “It
referred specifically to those churchmen who studied in monasteries as
monks during the Middle Ages. Knowing how to read and write, and
avowedly searching for truth, they were the intellectuals of their day.”5

Perhaps, with this knowledge in mind, Said mentions the fact that
Benda’s description of the intellectual’s vocation presupposes the relig-
ious distinction between clergy and laity, but moves on much too quickly.
Perhaps he senses a problem for his secular account of intellectual
responsibility? Or maybe he is insensitive to what Benda acutely senses:
that the Platonic–Christian idea of knowledge and virtue lies behind the
notion of intellectual responsibility that Benda advocates. This is the
same tradition to which Said, like Nietzsche, claims an ambivalent alle-
giance.

Said construes Gramsci and Benda as representing the extremes
when it comes to identifying intellectuals as a class. For Gramsci, an
intellectual is anyone who works with ideas. While everyone has intellec-
tual capacities, not everyone functions as an intellectual.6 In contrast,
Benda describes the intellectual as a member of a knowledge and moral
elite. Said recounts Gramsci’s distinction between traditional and
organic intellectuals, those who view themselves as autonomous from
the prevailing power relations (or hegemony), and those who seek to
elaborate the current hegemony or create a new one. As Said notes,
intellectuals can be organic to reactionary or progressive groups, groups
that elaborate the status quo or insurgent groups. In either case, organic
intellectuals are partisans of a particular cause, which makes them very
different from Benda’s intellectuals who view themselves as “nonparti-
sans,” serving pure truth and justice.

Said distances himself from Benda, somewhat, when he claims that
Gramsci’s notion of the intellectual is “much closer to the reality than
anything Benda gives us, particularly in the late twentieth century.” Most
intellectuals can fairly be described as functionaries of various types: as
academics, journalists, managers, government bureaucrats, and so on.
Said does not view this development favorably; not so much, I believe,
because such functionaries are not essential to a modern, complex
society, but because of the narrow, “squint-eyed,” and local character of
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those kinds of intellectuals. While Foucault speaks approvingly of this
sort of intellectual who, with Robert Oppenheimer in mind, he calls
“specific intellectuals” (RI –), Said is far from impressed. He refers to
such intellectuals disparagingly as “professional.” He does not say, but
one can imagine him saying, that the specific intellectual cuts a poor
figure in comparison to universal intellectuals like Jean-Paul Sartre,
whose time according to Foucault’s Delphic pronouncement is over.7

Against this oracular pronouncement, Said asserts the following: “it is
the intellectual as a representative figure that matters – someone who
visibly represents a standpoint of some kind, and someone who makes
articulate representations to his or her public despite all sorts of bar-
riers.” This includes the barrier posed by the arrogant and false modesty
of those intellectuals who, having discovered that representation is often
bad, conclude that it is necessarily (metaphysically) bad. Said will have
none of the still too fashionable notion that representation is bad, and
that we cannot and should not speak for others.8 Nor is he embarrassed
by the romantic undertones of the idea of the intellectual as a witness,
whose vocation is to publicly testify to the truth (RI –). “The purpose
of the intellectual’s activity is to advance human freedom and knowl-
edge.” Said holds to this unfashionable view, despite Jean-François
Lyotard’s claim that the heroic ambitions associated with modernity’s
“grand narratives of emancipation and enlightenment” are passé, an
occasion for incredulity. Lyotard’s bizarre use of Wittgenstein’s notion of
“language games,” which supposedly have replaced grand narratives
and their universal values of truth and freedom, does not impress Said.
“I’ve always thought that Lyotard and his followers are admitting their
own lazy incapacities, perhaps even indifference, rather than giving a
correct assessment of what remains for the intellectual a truly vast array
of opportunities despite postmodernism.” Despite postmodernism,
governments continue to oppress people, grave injustices still occur, and
intellectuals are still susceptible to the allures of prestige and power and,
thus, continue to betray their secular calling (RI –). As this line of
argument should suggest, Said’s intellectual is a hybrid figure: part
Gramscian organic intellectual, part Bendian cleric.9 If we construe
Lyotard as a representative of the Foucauldian line of thinking when it
comes to the intellectual, then Said is clearly a representative of the
Chomskian line.

 Edward Said and the religious effects of culture



    ’  

In , Noam Chomsky and Michel Foucault met before a Dutch tele-
vision audience and debated the question “Human Nature: Justice or
Power?” The organizer and moderator of the debate was a Dutch phi-
losopher named Fons Elders. The Chomsky–Foucault debate was the
third in a series of one-time encounters between prominent thinkers:
A. J. Ayer and Arne Naess, Karl Popper and John Eccles, Noam
Chomsky and Michel Foucault, Leszek Kolakowski and Henri Lefebvre.
The transcripts of the debates were later published as Reflexive Water: The
Basic Concerns of Mankind. To read the transcripts of this debate more
than a quarter of a century later, and after what Chomsky and Foucault
have come to signify in critical circles, is enlightening. What are often
cited as important differences between the two are not nearly as impor-
tant as some commentators suggest. Where their differences matter is
less on the philosophical issue of human nature than on the political
question of utopia. This difference might be formulated as “What is the
political significance of utopian ideas in subverting undesirable forms of
hegemony?” This is not to suggest that the philosophical and the politi-
cal issues are not related, but that practical politics is more important
than abstract theory. In what is admittedly a “strong” reading, I construe
Chomsky as inferring his notion of universal human nature from his
political commitments. In contrast, Foucault derives his political com-
mitments from an unacknowledged notion of human nature. I do not
take Foucault’s expressed suspicion of the idea of human nature as a
serious obstacle to this reading. Just because someone says that they do
not hold certain views (such as a working notion of human nature) does
not mean that they do not have such a notion and that one cannot
discern in their work assumptions about how people are. In line with my
claim about what is most important in the Chomsky–Foucault debate, I
shall begin with the second part, which focuses on the issue of politics.

After some preliminary questions about why Foucault was interested
in politics and more interested in politics than philosophy, the debate
really gets underway when, responding to the moderator’s question,
Chomsky describes his political ideal. He describes an anarcho-syndi-
calist or libertarian socialist society, where there is a permanent revolu-
tion against repression, oppression, destruction, and coercion. In
this society, centralized autocratic control of markets (private ownership
of capital), state regulation of various aspects of human life, and
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centralized and unaccountable institutions are replaced by a participa-
tory workers democracy.10

For his part, Foucault politely demurs, saying that he is unable and
unwilling to propose an ideal social model, and that the real political task
“is to criticize the workings of institutions,” unmasking their phony
claims to neutrality and independence, and exposing their political vio-
lence. Chomsky agrees with Foucault’s analysis, but insists on the neces-
sity of constructing visionary, humanistic models of how “a future just
society” might look. The intellectual has the dual responsibility of criti-
cizing what is and imagining what might be.11 It is here that Foucault
begins to draw a sharp distinction between Chomsky and himself, which
reveals the extent to which Foucault is simultaneously a vulgar Marxist
and a disillusioned romantic.

Foucault sees danger in Chomsky’s willingness to imagine ideal social
models that presuppose an essential human nature. “[D]oesn’t one risk
defining this human nature – which is at the same time ideal and real,
and has been hidden and repressed until now – in terms borrowed from
our society, from our civilization, from our culture?” Foucault cites late
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century socialism, which he argues
reproduces the very bourgeois model of human nature out of which it
was trying to imagine itself. From this vantage point, he concludes “that
it is difficult to say exactly what human nature is,” and that there is a
risk of error.12 What are we to make of a self-styled Nietzschean who
finds the risk of error a reason for not being a “strong creator,” for not
making strong judgments about good and bad? For now, I will allow this
to stand as a rhetorical question, but Nietzsche aside, how would
Chomsky answer? “Well of course!”, I imagine Chomsky respond-
ing. Since when did politics become a philosophical parlor game?
Politics is not philosophy; it entails risks, which force us to acknowledge
our susceptibility to error, the partial and fallible character of our imag-
inations, and the likelihood that our hands will get dirty. Where is the
news in all of this? Why the excessive sensitivities of someone as eagle-
eyed and hardheaded as Foucault? Marx was never so vulgar, when he
wrote that consciousness does not determine social being but social
being determines consciousness, as vulgar Marxists are accused of being
or as the Foucault who asked the above question is. That we are subject
to all sorts of constraints is undeniable. To suggest that constraints on
the utopian imagination are so deterministic (far more deterministic
than Marxist economism13 ever was) as to make imagination and
vision not merely difficult but dangerous in a perverse sort of way is, as
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I suggested earlier, a bad mixture of vulgar Marxism and disillusioned
romanticism.

Foucault opens a second front, so to speak, in his battle with Chomsky,
when he asks the following question, which I shall paraphrase: “When
you commit an illegal act in the United States, do you justify it in terms
of justice, a superior legality, or the needs of the proletariat in their strug-
gle against the ruling class?” Underlying this question is Foucault’s alleg-
edly Nietzschean view of justice and power, which characterizes his
engagement with Chomsky during the remainder of their debate.
According to Foucault, justice is how the victorious describe what they
do. Chomsky does not agree. Not only does he deny that this is what
justice is, he also denies that this is the way that victors view themselves.
Chomsky does not doubt that there are some people who think this way;
Trasymachus and Nietzsche14 would be examples of this view, where
“might makes right.”15 What Chomsky does reject is Foucault’s claim
that the proletariat (read: any revolutionary or oppressed class) “makes
war to win, not because it is just.”16 Foucault appropriates Nietzsche’s
idea of the will to power, but strips it of the metaphysics of noble and
slave forms of life, which give it some plausibility. Thus Foucault can give
no account, however defective Nietzsche’s account may be, of the “why”
of these power relations. His silence only underscores his own, unac-
knowledged ontology of power, his minimalist and unargued view of
human nature as a struggle for power.

Remarkably, Foucault expresses doubt about whether “we would still
use this [the Nietzschean] notion of justice” in a classless society. This
statement is remarkable, because Chomsky is never so utopian (in the
bad sense) as to believe that a classless society is possible. As Foucault
construes Nietzsche’s view, justice is an invention that political and eco-
nomic powers and the opponents of those powers use as a weapon
against each other. Justice is the product of a class society and presum-
ably will “wither away” when class is abolished. Chomsky rejects this
notion of justice, that is, the equation of justice and “systems of class
oppression,” the claim that justice is a cynical mask for power devoid of
intersubjective idealism, the view that there will ever be a society where
the need for justice, like the state, has “withered away.”17 Sympathetic
readers might argue that Foucault’s account is “dripping” with irony. His
references to the proletariat and classless society are merely strategies for
“smoking out” Chomsky’s obvious humanism. Or they might argue
that this is a strategy driven by Foucault’s misrecognition of who
Chomsky is. Perhaps he thinks that Chomsky is an orthodox Marxist,
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who privileges the urban industrial working class in his account of rev-
olutionary social change. No doubt, this would be a sympathetic
reading, but one that ignores a constant throughout Foucault’s work,
namely, his romance and disillusionment with Marxism.

The debate effectively ends with Foucault’s summation of his views
and those points on which he and Chomsky agree or disagree. As he
notes, he and Chomsky do not disagree when it comes to a theoretical
account of human nature, but disagree strongly on the relations between
human nature and politics. According to Foucault, notions of human
nature, justice, and human essence have been constructed by our civil-
ization, knowledge, philosophy, and class system. So, regrettably, these
notions cannot be used “to describe or justify a fight which should – and
shall in principle – overthrow the very fundamentals of our society.”
There is no historical justification for such a claim.18

Chomsky provides his own post mortem on the debate in Language and
Responsibility. He and Foucault agree partially on the “question of human
nature” but “not as much on politics.” He cites Foucault’s skepticism
“about the possibility  of developing a concept of ‘human nature’ that
is independent of social and historical conditions, as a well-defined bio-
logical concept.” Chomsky does not share Foucault’s skepticism. While
acknowledging the elusiveness of human nature, which continues to
elude “the reach of scientific enquiry,” he believes that some areas, such
as linguistics, may provide information that allows us to speak in
significant  ways about the cognitive aspects  of human nature.19 Both
Foucault and Chomsky confirm the claim that I made earlier: they dis-
agree less about human nature than they do about the political value of
utopia and the role that ideas of human nature have in how or even
whether we construct it.20

Here I return to Said by triangulating what until now has been the
Chomsky–Foucault debate. I shall begin with a passage from the essay
“Traveling Theory,” where Said gives his assessment of the
Chomsky–Foucault debate. I quote at length:

There is a more important criticism to be made of Foucault’s theory of power,
and it has been made most tellingly by Chomsky. Unfortunately most of
Foucault’s new readers in the United States seem not to know of the exchange
that took place between them several years ago on Dutch television, nor of
Chomsky’s succinct critique of Foucault contained in Language and Responsibility.
Both men agreed on the necessity of opposing repression, a position Foucault
has since found it more difficult to take unequivocally. Yet for Chomsky the
sociopolitical battle had to be waged with two tasks in mind: one “to imagine a

 Edward Said and the religious effects of culture



future society that confirms to the exigencies of human nature as best we under-
stand them; the other to analyze the nature of power and oppression in our
present societies.” Foucault assented to the second without in any way accept-
ing the first. According to him, any future societies that we might imagine now
“are only the inventions of our civilisation and result from our class system.”
Not only would imagining a future society ruled according to justice be limited
to false consciousness, it would also be too utopian to project for anyone like
Foucault who believes that “the idea of justice in itself is an idea which in effect
has been invented and put to work in different societies as an instrument of a
certain political and economic power or as a weapon against that power.” This
is a perfect example of Foucault’s unwillingness to take seriously his own ideas
about resistances to power. If power oppresses and controls and manipulates, then every-
thing that resists it is not morally equal to power, is not neutrally and simply a weapon against
power. Resistance cannot equally be an adversarial alternative to power and a dependent func-
tion of it, except in some metaphysical, ultimately trivial sense [italics mine]. Even if the
distinction is hard to draw, there is a distinction to be made – as, for example,
Chomsky does when he says that he would give his support to an oppressed pro-
letariat if as a class it made justice the goal of its struggle. (WTC -)21

  

Perhaps the most compelling response to Said’s account of the
Chomsky–Foucault encounter is Paul Bové’s Intellectuals in Power. What is
most remarkable about his response is its tone. Reading Bové, one can
easily get the impression that Foucault’s genealogies of power and of the
intellectual are so persuasive that only the foolish or the dishonest can
view them as anything less. He speaks confidently about power, hege-
mony, and representation, all of which are supposed to be bad. That
they are bad, he takes to have been shown by Foucault and before him
by Nietzsche. Bové is a Foucauldian, a left-Nietzschean. Said is a left-
wing critical humanist. Foucauldians are antihumanist, which means
that they are suspicious of (weak version) or deny (strong version) the
notion of a timeless and universal human nature. They reject the claim
that one can infer from the idea of human nature what is right and just.
To base one’s view of what a just social order should be on the notion of
human nature is utopian, and utopianism by any name is dangerous. It
is against this backdrop that Bové reads the Chomsky–Foucault–Said
debate. In parsing Bové’s account of this triangular conversation, I shall
contest the claim that Foucault’s genealogies of power, justice, and the
intellectual are persuasive, by questioning Foucault’s Nietzschean ances-
try. Foucault may be Nietzschean, but he is a bastard son, and the
circumstances of his birth are important.
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I shall begin with some of Bové’s concluding remarks: “People who
take Foucault seriously do so, not because they believe he has said the
final word on social reality, but because they believe he has said a few
words on the relationship between truth, intellectuals, and human
misery.” No doubt, but the important question, as Nietzsche would say,
is the value of those words. Bové clearly accords great value to what
Foucault says, which is evident in the way that he characterizes the reac-
tion of other intellectuals to Foucault’s “genealogy of the intellectual.”
According to Bové, these responses “can be seen, above all, as defenses of
the discourses and practices that always and variously validate and
extend the privileged social, political, and psychological positions of
both hegemonic and oppositional intellectuals.”22 By hegemonic, Bové refers
to those intellectuals who are affiliated with “the power structure,” with
the prevailing relations of power and knowledge. In contrast, opposi-
tional intellectuals oppose the status quo. I italicize “hegemonic” and
“oppositional” to underscore Bové’s Foucauldian allergies to power and
hegemony, which are neither Nietzschean nor Gramscian in derivation.

In contrast, Bové italicizes “defenses.” I draw attention to this because
an important element of Bové’s account is a critique of Said’s rhetoric.
Bové objects to Said’s use of “succumbed” and “hermeticism” to
describe what he regards as Foucault’s flight from intellectual respon-
sibility. These metaphors signify “violence and competition” (but only
non-Nietzscheans or those who misconstrue Nietzsche as an opponent
of violence and competition will find this disturbing). “‘Succumbed’ sug-
gests not only defect but guilt, an unnecessary giving in, a yielding to
pleasure, desire, or temptation. There is a moral tinge to Said’s critique
of Foucault’s theory of power.”23 Only a non-Nietzschean will find a
moral or ethical evaluation of power disturbing. After all, that is pre-
cisely what Genealogy of Morals is. Nietzsche provides an ethical evalua-
tion of different moralities: noble-aristocratic-master morality is good,
base-plebeian-slave morality is bad. Bové’s indiscriminate, Foucauldian-
inspired suspicion of power is not a Nietzschean affliction.

All this is relevant to the question of rhetoric. When Bové describes
Said’s response to Foucault as “defense,” he suggests that Said has some-
thing to be defensive about, which is true, but only if defensive has the
right inflection. What Said is trying to defend, according to Bové, is his
“privileged social, political, and psychological” position as a “leading
intellectual.” Bové is so convinced by his own account that he sees no
need for argument. True, he does cite Foucault and what Foucault’s
genealogies supposedly show. But are Bové’s claims as compelling as he
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thinks they are? Should we take Bové at his word when he says that
Foucault’s “genealogical research often subverts the social and cultural
authority of traditional disciplines and discourses – the very means by
which intellectuals (no matter what their ‘politics’ or ‘intent’) normally
acquire power and identity?” What Bové takes Foucault’s genealogies to
show may be clear. Less clear is why he thinks that they show what he
claims they do. Bové has a propensity for making bold assertions about
what Foucault’s work does without providing a supporting account. The
claim that Foucault’s work directly challenges the legitimacy of tradi-
tional and oppositional intellectuals is typical.24 After Foucault, as Bové
would have it, authorizing competitive quests “for power, authority, and
identity” is more difficult. Foucault shows the complicity between the
rhetoric of opposition and “the hegemony of power.”25

These claims, especially the last, are curious. Do Foucault’s disciples
recognize his challenge to “leading intellectuals” because it is persuasive
or is his challenge persuasive because they are his disciples? This is not
a trivial question, as is evident by Bové’s further claims about the com-
plicity of oppositional rhetorics with the “hegemony of power.”
Complicity is an interesting choice of words. It is a lot like “succumbed,”
implying guilt, something bad, inappropriate, or morally defective. But
since when, on a Nietzschean view, did hegemony or power become a
bad thing? The idea that one can be in complicity with power is thor-
oughly foreign to Nietzsche’s way of thinking. Like everything else,
Nietzsche evaluates power in ethically discriminating and differential
terms. Power is good or bad in relation to who exercises power and for
what purpose. Foucault’s vague and indiscriminate critique of an amor-
phous power that is unrelated to specific forms of life (noble or base, aris-
tocratic or plebeian, master or slave) is absent in Nietzsche. In relation
to Nietzsche’s notion of power and in language Nietzsche would appre-
ciate, Foucault’s notion of power is ill conceived and misbegotten. Bové’s
Foucault moralizes power precisely in the manner that Nietzsche calls
ressentiment. Resentment is at work when the weak try to disempower and
devitalize the strong, by making them think that their competitive strug-
gle for power and hegemony is evil. Of course, Bové does not use the
word evil, but his Foucauldian account of power and of the leading intel-
lectual carries that accusation.

When Bové finally does get down to the business of providing a sup-
porting argument for the persuasiveness of Foucault’s work, it becomes
clear that he is not up to the task. He only provides “one specific and
limited example of Foucault’s critique of the leading intellectual.” A
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curious example it is. Bové parses Foucault’s easygoing if not ironic
engagement with a group of Maoists in the piece “Our Popular
Justice.”26 From this piece, Bové distills his Foucauldian wisdom, namely,
that the masses do not need leading or even organic intellectuals, the
masses being quite capable of carrying out acts of popular justice them-
selves. This insight is not as banal or reminiscent of the notion of “spon-
taneous revolution” as it sounds if Foucault’s goals, as Bové describes
them, are achieved. Those goals are “to discredit the authority of revo-
lutionary rhetoric by revealing its historical and political naïveté regard-
ing courts and justice,” and to expose the will to power of those who
envision an alternative society. 27

The second goal – which from a Nietzschean perspective does not
make sense, for why would a self-described Nietzschean object to the will
to power? – brings us back, full circle, to the centerpiece of the
Chomsky–Foucault debate. To restate the central point, Chomsky and
Foucault disagree about the ethical–political implications of imagining
an alternative social order, the role that notions of human nature should
play in that act of imagination, and the role of justice. Chomsky thinks
that imagining an alternative social order is necessary. Also necessary is
a dialectical interplay between that act of imagination and the act of
constructing models of human nature; imagining a better society and
speculating about what it means to be human are inextricably connected
activities. Finally, Chomsky affirms the relation between justice and rev-
olution. Foucault disagrees with Chomsky on each of these points. To
imagine the future is to extend the hegemony of the present. The notion
of human nature only enables the colonization of the future by the
present. Justice is an artifact of a class-stratified society and presumably
will disappear in a future classless society.

Bové takes Foucault’s argument as showing that leading intellectuals
collaborate with power when they imagine sociopolitical alternatives
and that these intellectuals, therefore, are “dangerous to people.” He
goes further, saying that “leading intellectuals are a tool of oppression
and most so precisely when they arrogate the right and power to judge
and imagine efficacious alternatives.”28 (This is like saying, and I do
mean to trivialize, that parents are a danger to children or that generals
puts the lives of their soldiers in danger. That parents are and that gen-
erals do is no doubt true, but that is not all they do, and is probably not
the most important thing that they are or that they do.) Bové’s Foucault
has a purity-problem, which would be debilitating were it not amusing.
He speaks as if knowledge should be without the effects of power, but
since it is not, it should be disdained as dangerous to people. Well yes,
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power is dangerous, but – and you would think that a follower of
Nietzsche would know this – so is life. In contrast to Bové’s Foucault,
Nietzsche never confuses the hazards of power with an argument
against power. To do so would be like despising life because it ends in
death, or rejecting medicine because in high doses it becomes poison. (I
might add in this regard that a little bit of Foucault may be a cure for
what ails us, but too much Foucault is poison.) As I suggested earlier,
Nietzsche’s discussion of power is never this vague or abstract. I shall
consider Bové’s reading of Nietzsche in due course, but not before con-
sidering his account of Chomsky, Foucault, and Said a little further.

On Bové’s view, Said does not take “Foucault’s reasons for not agree-
ing with Chomsky” seriously enough. Had he done so, he would realize
that Foucault does not say that our limited perspective makes action
impossible. What he does say is that we should examine the grounds for
our perspectives “critically and genealogically.”29 This claim is odd,
because Foucault can be read as saying exactly what Bové says that he
does not say: that action by leading intellectuals is impossible because it
is constrained by the present “regime of truth,” the politics that cur-
rently determine what we regard as true. This is what Foucault’s objec-
tion to Chomsky is all about, and not merely the view that Chomsky is
not critical or genealogical enough. This peculiar construction of
Foucault’s position may serve Bové’s purposes, but he domesticates
Foucault when he attributes that view to him. Ironically, Bové may be
criticizing Said for an aspect of Foucault’s own views that Bové is not
willing to own. Contrary to Bové’s construction, Foucault discounts the
role of the leading intellectual and his “imaginings” because he views
those imaginings as irremediably tainted. On his view, the intellectual
has “dirty hands.” Nor are their hands dirty because of historical con-
tingencies. The “dirt” has to do with how intellectuals are, with human
nature, with how knowledge and power work. So, contrary to Bové, I
think that it is Foucault who does not take Chomsky’s reasons for dis-
agreeing with him seriously enough. Bové’s claims to the contrary,
Chomsky knows only too well that notions of human nature, justice, and
better social orders are not absolute ideas. I am sure that Chomsky
would reject Bové’s tendentious reference to these ideals as “ideology.”
As Chomsky realizes, his concept of human nature is limited, socially
constructed in part, and constrained by the moral and intellectual fal-
libility of its host culture. But the critic’s reach, pace Foucault, should
exceed his grasp; the impossible is essential to achieving the possible, to
even knowing what it is. According to Chomsky, “We have to be bold
enough to speculate and create social theories on the basis of partial
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knowledge, while remaining very open to the strong possibility, and in
fact overwhelming probability, that at least in some respects we’re very
far off the mark.”30 This is as clear a statement of the falliblist perspec-
tive as one can find. Politics requires some general theory, which is
irremediably historical and ideal. (This idealism is not subjective and
transcendental but immanent and intersubjective.) Critics reflect on
what has been and image what might be, constructing notions of human
nature and revising them in light of experience.

The important difference between Chomsky and Foucault has every-
thing to do with Foucault’s inflated notion of the “regime of truth.”
Truth is this-worldly, according to Foucault. It is produced through
various forms of constraint and has power-effects. Each society has a
particular regime of truth, which determines what discourses are true,
the procedures by which they are made true and who can say what
counts as true.31 Bové thinks that Said, like Chomsky, chooses to ignore
Foucault’s notion of the regime of truth, which apparently is so persua-
sive that acknowledging it or ignoring it are the only options. Bové takes
the truth of Foucault’s account as established and noncontroversial. He
need merely invoke Foucault’s name, mention the notion of the regime
of truth, quote briefly from Foucault’s account, and let the irresistible
power of Foucault’s logic do the rest. According to Bové, Said does not
address directly Foucault’s claim about the regime of truth because he is
less interested in its truth or falsity than in its effects on leading intellec-
tuals. I think that this is a misreading. Said understands all too well what
Foucault’s notion suggests. He also knows that to take this notion as more
than a metaphor, an allegorical account of the complexities of truth and
power is nonsense. To read Bové, one would think that Foucault invented
the “analytic of power,” or that his analysis represents more than a rich
footnote to Marx and that huge tradition of “reader response” that he
founded called Marxism. Unlike Nietzsche, Foucault cannot tell us why
people crave power. Unlike Marx and Gramsci, he can give no account
of why they fight for it. To repeat, Said understands Foucault well
enough. He simply thinks that Foucault is wrong.

Following Chomsky, Said argues that power and resistance to power
are not the same thing. Bové construes Said as making a metaphysical
argument when in fact he is making an ethical–political argument. He
construes Said as unwilling to see that intellectuals and their practices
are “functions of their positions within a massive network” of political
institutions and discourse. Bové adds that intellectuals are relays in a dis-
cursive circuit and thus are neither constitutive nor privileged subjects.
Their visions and practices, therefore, “serve interests and structures”
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that they might not want to defend. Bové thinks that he makes a telling
point when he argues that Said cannot risk a serious and open-minded
examination of Foucault’s claim that any alternative to the current
regime that oppositional intellectuals might imagine is the product of
the prevailing “regime of truth.” If Said were honest, he would admit
that there is no humanistic way out of the predicament that Foucault
describes.32

One has to take this argument seriously because Bové does, but it is
not a serious argument, more a parody of what a serious argument
would be. This is obvious when one considers what Said actually says.
“Resistance cannot equally be an adversarial alternative to power, and also a depen-
dent function of it, except in some metaphysical, ultimately trivial sense” (WTC ,
emphasis is mine). This is the crux of the disagreement between Said’s
Chomsky and Bové’s Foucault: Said and Chomsky are political radicals,
Bové and Foucault are epistemological radicals. This distinction is simple
but not simplistic. It captures well the important difference between
these pairs. Foucault is an epistemological radical – a radical skeptic or
even a cynic, that is, a disappointed sentimentalist – rather than a polit-
ical radical because he is more obsessed with an impossible kind of intel-
lectual object (the utopia that we cannot imagine and should not try
imagining) than with the good but imperfect society that we might
succeed in creating. His standards are precisely those of the starry-eyed
but disillusioned dreamer and not those of the political militant.
Chomsky and Said do not need a lecture on the irremediable limitations
of imagination. They know that our judgments are fallible and error-
prone; they also know that “it does not get any better than this.” Only
utopian thinkers – or, what is different and far worse, inverted utopians,
dystopian thinkers – believe that our human-all-too-human limitations
are reasons for “castrating” the political imagination. To pursue this
Nietzschean line of metaphors a little further, Chomsky and Said can
look into the “abyss” of intellectual faults, foibles, and failures and
manage their nausea. They do not reject imagination and power
because they are dangerous. Dangerous, the human condition is. In the
end, Foucault is a jilted Cartesian, so to speak; having learned to distrust
absolutes, he can no longer trust at all. Fortunately, Chomsky and Said
refuse to scratch Foucault and Bové’s metaphysical itch – their inverted
(disillusioned) quest for certainty. Bové’s Foucault is exemplary of so-
called left-intellectuals who construe their fetish for “clean hands” as
sophistication and the willingness of others to look into the “abyss” and
still imagine a different future as naïve. Said is right when he describes
Foucault’s theory of power as Spinozist and describes well the
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Foucauldian intellectual: who wants “to go beyond Left optimism and
Right pessimism so as to justify political quietism with sophisticated
intellectualism, at the same time that they wish to appear to be realistic,
in touch with the world of power and reality, as well as historical and
antiformalistic in their bias.”33

Bové is exemplary of the Foucauldian intellectual that Said describes.
The way he reads Nietzsche is also exemplary of those “left” intellectu-
als who adopt Nietzsche as their critical patron and in doing so think
they are adopting a stance that is more sophisticated and progressive
than the stance of oppositional critics such as Said. The short account
that follows, where I read Bové reading Nietzsche, should be seen as a
retrospective on the previous discussion and as an introduction to
Nietzsche’s account of responsibility and truth.

Bové’s reading of Nietzsche goes badly from the very beginning when
he construes Nietzsche as an opponent of the “dynastic order.” The
dynastic order refers to a perduring mimetic relationship between tradi-
tion and innovation. In his struggle for identity and authority, the
sublime master of knowledge, or the genealogical intellectual, repro-
duces the very tradition he wishes to displace. His very will to power
buries innovation beneath tradition reconfigured. The willfulness of the
genealogical intellectual generates competition, “an endless and unde-
sirable succession of displacements,” as one intellectual attempts to
knock over the other. Thus genealogists repeat “the pattern of repetitive
displacement within humanism, the authority of which itself rests on the
superior knowledge and interpretive power of its leading or representa-
tive intellectuals.” The genealogist, Bové concludes, places himself
within the very tradition that he opposes. By reaffirming the mastery of
the leading intellectual in cultural formation and the control of knowl-
edge, genealogists inhibit “the development of participatory democ-
racy.”34

This account is rife with misunderstanding, which exemplifies the
ignorance of those on the “left” who think that Nietzsche is more than
a “good enemy,” who think that he is a friend. Bové’s problem begins
when he construes Nietzsche as a simplistic opponent of the ascetic idea
and intensifies with his uncritical acceptance of Foucault’s Nietzsche.
According to Bové, Nietzsche authorizes a “competitive or agonistic”
pursuit of authority that reproduces the ascetic idea as will to truth,
which is the defining characteristic of humanistic knowledge. This
makes it difficult for Nietzsche to distinguish genealogy from the nihilis-
tic sciences. Since Nietzsche fails adequately to develop his own notion
of genealogy, Bové turns to Foucault. This explains why we learn some-
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thing about Foucault’s notion of genealogy but little about Nietzsche’s.
They are not the same. In Bové’s account, Nietzsche is a puppet for a
Foucauldian ventriloquist. In this way, Foucault is able to cast far his very
different notion of genealogy in Nietzsche’s voice, with what he takes to
be Nietzsche’s authority. The Foucauldian Nietzsche is concerned not
only with how knowledge is produced but also with how it can be repo-
sitioned within our culture. This Nietzsche casts “doubt on the value and
desirability of ‘knowledge’ as it functions under the sign of ‘will to truth’
within the humanistic project, that is, as it is presumed to ‘assure’ liberty,
progress, and human fulfillment.”35

To construe Nietzsche as opposed to asceticism, especially its crown-
ing achievement the will to truth, is a misunderstanding of the same
order as the notion that Nietzsche opposes morality and justice as such.
Alas, things are never so simple with Nietzsche, which is apparent when
he claims that “Bad conscience is a sickness, there is no point in denying
it, but a sickness rather like pregnancy.” This paradoxical description of
bad conscience sheds light on Nietzsche’s view of the ascetic idea.
Nietzsche’s “highest type” (Dionysus, the free spirit, the genuine histo-
rian, Zarathustra, the “superman,” or the philosopher of the future) is
possible only through the sublimation or self-overcoming of the ascetic
idea. The ascetic idea “is a sickness, there is no point in denying, but a
sickness rather like pregnancy.” This is why Nietzsche says, “Except for
the ascetic ideal: man, the animal man, had no meaning up to now.”36 It
is the ascetic idea that enabled man to become something more than an
animal. This is not a lament, but high praise. Bové is wrong when he says
that Nietzsche is antihumanist, if by this he means that Nietzsche
refrains from saying what humans are and what constitutes the human
good. I am not merely suggesting that Bové is crudely selective in his cita-
tion practices, but that his method of selection is driven by Foucault’s
mischaracterization and thus redescription of Nietzsche’s idea of gene-
alogy.

We see just how bad things can get when so-called left intellectuals are
seduced (interpellated ) by Nietzsche so that they forget his politics and
their own. One would never know from reading Bové’s account that
Nietzsche is a protofascist thinker.37 This is underscored by Nietzsche’s
esoteric semiotics in which forms of life (healthy and diseased) and
human types (masters and slaves, aristocrats and plebeians, noble and
base) are rank-ordered. This hierarchical ranking is maintained by the
“pathos of distance” that masters, aristocrats, and nobles feel toward
slaves, plebeians, and people of the baser sort. Bové, with an apolitical
inattention to context that is astounding, attributes to Nietzsche the
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following: opposition to humanism, “the hegemonic order,” originality,
and the violence of the powerful. Only someone who has not read
Nietzsche carefully could make these attributions. If Nietzsche opposes
humanism, there is nothing salutary about that as he makes brutally
clear in “The Greek State”: “The misery of men living a life of toil has
to be increased to make the production of the world of art possible for
a small number of Olympian men.” This necessity accounts for the
hatred nourished by Communists, Socialists, and “their paler descen-
dants, the white race of ‘Liberals.’”38 (Surely Nietzsche would add to this
list the “sophisticated” critics of Communists, Socialists, and Liberals
who call themselves Foucauldians. One can only imagine the wicked and
humorous turn of phrase he would use to describe those who call them-
selves “left-Nietzscheans”!)

Bové throws around the notion of antihumanism as if Foucault and
Nietzsche are talking about the same thing. Nietzsche’s antihumanism
has nothing to do with Foucault’s often anarchic and (for the sake of
argument) sometimes radical egalitarian view. This is why Bové’s repre-
sentation of Nietzsche as a democrat, whose intellectual practices inhibit
the development of participatory democracy, is so alarming. Nietzsche
is no democrat, least of all is he an advocate of participatory democracy.
On this point, Nietzsche is brutally frank: “The masses seem to me
worthy of notice in only three respects: first as blurred copies of great
men, produced on bad paper with worn plates, further as resistance to
the great, and finally as the tools of the great; beyond that, may the devil
and statistics take them!”39 Passages such as this one should give “left-
Nietzscheans” pause. It challenges the unexplicated assumption that
antihumanism is a leftwing position, by showing that there are rightwing
and quasi-fascist (or fascoid) ways of being antihumanist too.

In Bové’s account of genealogy, Nietzsche’s is a bold but faulty pre-
cursor of Foucault’s genealogical practices. But if Nietzsche is guilty of
the things of which Bové accuses him, it is because the Nietzsche that he
has in view is a puppet and Foucault is pulling his strings. Nietzsche does
not help Bové’s Foucault do what he wants to do. Bové’s Foucault, Bové
and Foucault must stand or fall by themselves. I have already suggested
why I think that they fall and their notion of the intellectual fails. I
argued that Nietzsche does not share Foucault’s globalized condemna-
tion of power, which is exemplary of the reactive disposition that he calls
ressentiment. Nietzsche thinks that the hegemony of aristocratic forms of
power is a good thing; the only people who matter to Nietzsche are great
men, the works of great men “alone are of value.”40 It is these monu-
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mental men that Nietzsche celebrates and not their “anonymous, discur-
sive construction.” Nietzsche does not share the Foucauldian view,
where the purpose of genealogy is to expose the complicity of various
practices with power/knowledge, especially the practices of universal or
leading intellectuals. I believe, therefore, that I have cast doubt on the
view that Nietzsche provides a usable source of authority for Foucault
and Bové’s critique of the universal or leading intellectual. Their cri-
tique falls far short of undermining Chomsky and Said’s claim that it is
the intellectual’s responsibility to speak truth to power and expose lies. I
am done with Foucault and Bové, but not with Nietzsche, whose
reflections on responsibility as promise-keeping and the will to truth as
the highest manifestation of the ascetic idea merit further investigation.

  -  

In Nietzsche’s regressive account, responsibility is an artifact of promise-
making, which depends on memory, which emerged as an island from
the sea of our active powers of forgetfulness thus enabling us to suspend
forgetfulness “in those cases where a promise is to be made.”41 Responsi-
bility is a late development, the “ripest fruit,” of a long evolutionary
process.

The consequences of this developmental history are certain charac-
ter traits or dispositions such as future-oriented and causal thinking, cal-
culation, reliability, regularity, uniformity, automatic, and predictable
behavior. Nietzsche calls these traits the “morality of custom,” which he
argues is justified despite “the hardness, tyranny, stupidity, and idiocy”
that it contains. Customary morality is justified because it made man (he
is not interested in woman) predictable. Without predictability, there can
be no responsibility. The meaning and end of predictability is the sove-
reign individual who as “an autonomous, supra-ethical individual” over-
comes or self-sublimates the morality of custom. He willfully and
independently seizes “the right to make a promise.” Nietzsche describes this
sovereign individual who has the right to make a promise and the
strength to do so as an achievement. He judges according to his own
standards of value. He respects “his peers, the strong and the reliable
(those with the right to give their word),” and despises the rest. Because he
is a strong man, he remains “upright in the face of mishap or even ‘in
the face of fate.’” This strong individual is always ready “to kick the
febrile whippets who make a promise when they have no right to do so,
and will save the rod for the liar who breaks his word in the very moment
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it passes his lips.” Nietzsche’s sovereign, responsible individual does not
“speak truth to power,” rather, as the personification of power he speaks
the truth and exposes lies. Were the sovereign man to reflect on what has
become his dominant instinct, he would no doubt call that instinct his
conscience.42

Nietzsche supplements this genealogy of responsibility as good con-
science with a genealogy of responsibility as “bad conscience.” I shall
work from Nietzsche’s account of the causes of bad conscience to the
implications of this idea for Said’s notion of intellectual responsibility.
Nietzsche gives a succinct account of the bad conscience in essay two,
section  of The Genealogy of Morals. In Freud’s language, bad conscience
is a “reaction formation” by the weak when they find themselves
crushed, so to speak, beneath the heel of the strong. Nietzsche describes
these strong types as “involuntary, unconscious artists” who create some-
thing new through the very act of domination. Obviously, they are not
the soil in which bad conscience grew, but they are the fertilizer. For:

this ugly growth would not be there if a huge amount of freedom had not been
driven from the world, or at least driven from sight and, at the same time, made
latent by the pressure of their hammer blows and artists’ violence. “This instinct
of freedom, forcibly forced back, repressed, incarcerated within itself and finally
able to discharge and unleash itself only against itself: that, and that alone, is
bad conscience in its beginnings.”

Is bad conscience a bad thing? In an obvious sense it is. Bad con-
science is bad because the will to power has been blocked and turned
inward, deforming body and spirit. Bad conscience is a disease, a sick-
ness, there is no point in denying. But it is “a sickness rather like preg-
nancy.”43 Here Nietzsche has made things shaky and uncertain for those
who want to read bad conscience as merely a bad thing. It may be bad,
but like asceticism it “hurts so good.” As a reaction formation, bad con-
science is the internalization of violence and cruelty, the instinct of
freedom, the will to power, which is produced through grudging submis-
sion to superior power. Unable to construct external structures of height,
the man of bad conscience digs a basement, he becomes deep.
Subjective depth is the consequence of repression. It is this inward deep-
ening that makes the man of bad conscience a tertium quid between
Nietzsche’s violent artists and the higher type of man that he variously
envisions. It is through this sickness that is like pregnancy that
Nietzsche’s highest types will be born.

“‘Bad conscience,’ the most uncanny and most interesting plant of
our earthly vegetation, did not grow in this soil.” To what soil does
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Nietzsche refer? He refers to the soil of punishment and guilt. This
passage is near the end of Nietzsche’s account of the moralization of
punishment and guilt. Here we begin, or continue what has already
become, an investigation of the consequences of bad conscience –
where punishment and guilt are robbed of their amorality, their moral
innocence. In former times, according to Nietzsche, punishment was
viewed in a variety of ways: as a way of rendering harmless, satisfying a
debt, isolating a social disturbance and preventing it from spreading; it
was a way of inspiring fear, counterbalancing the ill-gotten privileges of
criminality, and rooting-out degeneracy from the social body. Punish-
ment was also viewed as a festive violating and mocking of enemies, an
aid to memory, as “protection money” against revenge, an act of war
against the enemies of peace, law, and authority.44 Bad conscience, the
moralizing of guilt and punishment, is a reaction to these healthy inter-
pretations of guilt and punishment. It is what happens when these
healthy interpretations become sick, when good responsibility and good
conscience “go bad.”

Bad conscience was born of suffering and the self-overcoming of
suffering by decadent forms of the will to power. Pain is the most
effective way of creating and sustaining memory, and memory, as I sug-
gested earlier, is the “ground floor” of responsibility. No pain, no respon-
sibility. No bad, no good – “how much blood and horror lies at the basis
of all ‘good things’!”45 We should not be misled by the quotation marks
around good things. Nietzsche is not trying to scare us away from the
view that responsibility is a good thing, rather, he wants to drive home
the point that responsibility or any good thing is not pure, but is alloyed
with its opposite. Good and bad are born of and nourished by the other:
bad conscience is a sickness rather like pregnancy; without the ascetic
ideal, man, the animal man, has no meaning. Man, by definition, is a
sick animal, but his sickness is constitutive of his creativity and superior-
ity to other animals.

The moralizing of these complex relations is a consequence of bad
conscience. Where, in the distant past, guilt referred to a debt incurred,
an objective relationship between people of roughly equal power, guilt
now refers to a state of consciousness. One feels guilty and that feeling
devitalizes and makes one reactive. Likewise, where punishment was
once meted out because its consequences (the whole litany that I recited
earlier) were regarded as good for those doing the punishing, now pun-
ishment is regarded as what guilty people deserve. From what is good for
me, guilt and punishment have become the state of consciousness and
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moral liability of the other. Consequently, we now view the criminal as
someone who “deserves to be punished because he could have acted oth-
erwise.” But the notion of freedom, on which the moralizing of punish-
ment is based, was absent, according to Nietzsche, in earlier times. It is
“an extremely late and refined form of human judgment and infer-
ence.”46 To repeat, in the distant past we punished people because we
thought that punishment was good not because we thought that those
punished deserved it. Guilt and punishment were utilitarian calculations
by and for the powerful.

How were debts discharged in the past, before the moralization of
guilt and punishment? Nietzsche’s answer is perhaps the most difficult,
controversial, and misunderstood of his views. He claims that guilt is dis-
charged through acts of compensation. These compensatory acts do not
restore what has been damaged or destroyed. They are not financial.
Nor do they entail obvious forms of barter: my ox for your damaged
mule. These compensatory acts are not to the positive advantage of the
injured party in any obvious sense. Compensation takes the form, rather,
of making the other suffer, exercising power over the powerless, without
measure. It is the sheer pleasure of violating the other. “To see some-
body suffer is nice, to make somebody suffer even nicer.”47 As if antici-
pating that his views would be misread as a license for pessimism, the
nihilism of those who refrain from creating, imaging or making judg-
ments because they might be wrong, Nietzsche says plainly that such
cruelty was a good thing. Then people were not ashamed of cruelty, and
life was more cheerful. This was before “sickly mollycoddling and ser-
monizing” made man, the animal man, ashamed of his instincts, the
instinct of freedom, the will to power. Nietzsche will have none of the
nay-saying and hand-wringing (disguised as cold, eagle-eyed sophistica-
tion) of those who disdain power because it causes human misery. He
regards this as testimony against life, which “functions essentially in an
injurious, violent, exploitative and destructive manner.” On Nietzsche’s
view, human misery is hardly a persuasive argument against the instinct
of freedom, the will to power. Human happiness (in egalitarian terms) is
not part of Nietzsche’s discriminating, rank-ordered, notion of excel-
lence. “Man’s sacrifice en bloc to the prosperity of one single stronger
species of man – that would be progress.” Nietzsche is not interested in
the genuine philosopher’s path to happiness; he is interested in the path
that leads to power, “action, the mightiest deeds, and in most cases, actu-
ally, his misery.” “[A]nybody whoever built a ‘new heaven,’ only mus-
tered the power he needed through his own hell.”48
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The pessimism that Nietzsche criticizes here is the product of bad
conscience, and grows from the soil of the weak and subjugated.
Nietzsche concludes his account of bad conscience by drawing a por-
trait of a redemptive figure, a man of the future, who resembles, but in
exaggerated form, Said’s notion of the responsible intellectual. From all
that we know about Nietzsche’s social and political views, his redemp-
tive man of the future is no democrat, but a spiritual aristocrat, an elitist
in the most troubling sense of the word. Nietzsche’s redeemer will not
be an advocate of the radical democratic, ethical–political future that
Said imagines and for which his responsible intellectual speaks. But, in
character terms, there are some striking similarities. Both are of Spartan
disposition; they are “spirits which are strengthened by wars and victo-
ries, for which conquest, adventure, danger and even pain have actually
become a necessity.” They are acclimatized to “thin air” and “winter
treks.” Willful and self-assured of insight, they leave no doubt about
what they love and hate, respect and despise. Both are opponents of “the
great nausea, the will to nothingness,” the nihilism of those who are
afraid to make judgments or who worry endlessly because things are fun-
damentally “undecidable.” If Said’s responsible intellectual worships no
god, then Nietzsche calls his redemptive figure “Zarathustra the Godless.”49

This account is given with tongue firmly in cheek, but not so firmly that
I cannot defend the comparison. But it is time to raise another question.
What is the relationship between Nietzsche’s redemptive figure and bad
conscience, between the man who is strong enough to make promises
and the flower of the ascetic ideal, the will to truth?

I propose to address this question by first posing another: is Said an
ascetic priest who reproduces the disease of humanism that he wants to
heal by reinfecting the wound? This is what Bové, to return to him
briefly, is really suggesting, but what does his notion of asceticism have
to do with Nietzsche’s? Nietzsche’s ascetic idea, as I suggested earlier, is
complex and paradoxical, which is evident in his ability to hold together
extreme and contradictory claims in a single breath. Because he does not
pause to catch his breath, it is easy to misread him. I have noted repeat-
edly, in this regard, Nietzsche’s paradoxical view of asceticism as a sick-
ness that resembles pregnancy. It is in this context that Nietzsche rails
against the ascetic priest. As prosecutor, Nietzsche’s indictment of the
ascetic priest has several counts: the ascetic priest is the representative of
seriousness, unparalleled ressentiment, a negative man, a sick doctor in a sick-
room, the shepherd of the suffering herd, a surgeon whose tools are
infected, a therapist who trades in the intensification of guilt.50 Nietzsche

The responsibilities of the secular critic 



is also an attorney for the defense, although with friends like this . . .
Nietzsche does offer a qualified but important defense of the ascetic
priest and the ascetic idea. The ascetic priest is the “direction-changer of res-
sentiment,” redirecting it away from the noble, the powerful, and the good
toward the suffering herd itself. Through the conceptual apparatus of
sin, guilt, and punishment, the ascetic priest provides “ointments and
balms” for the wounds of the suffering herd, but “he poisons the wound at
the same time” by telling them that they are responsible for their own
injury.51 This is certainly not a good thing from a radical democratic per-
spective, and even Nietzsche, the radical antidemocrat, vacillates on this
point. His dominant, aristocratic view, however, is that this tendency to
reinfect the sick is a good thing because the weak are less likely to do what
they do best, which is make the strong weak and the healthy sick.

The ascetic priest has other virtues too. For my purposes, the most
important of these virtues is his role as tertium quid, the catalytic agent in
the emergence of the higher type of man. Nietzsche signals this seem-
ingly contradictory role early in his account. “To put it vividly and
clearly: the ascetic priest has until the most recent times displayed the vile
and dismal form of a caterpillar, which was the only one philosophers
were allowed to adopt and creep around in . . . Have things really
changed?”52 This question is rhetorical. Its importance lies in what it
signals, which is the integral connection between the vocation of the
ascetic priest and the will to truth, which ranks a close second to what
Nietzsche values most, a healthy will to power. The ascetic priest is to
Nietzsche’s “highest type” as the caterpillar is to the butterfly: vile and
dismal in form, but necessary to the metamorphosis of something higher
and more beautiful. The discipline born of weakness, self-sacrifice,
cruelty, and torture gives Nietzsche’s highest types a spiritual and subjec-
tive depth that his “blond beasts” and noble barbarians did not have.
Unlike the ascetic priest, however, their depth is an active and
affirmative self-sublimating of instincts. Between the two, as tertium quid,
cocoon, and catalysis, is the ascetic priest. The ascetic priest (especially
the scientist) and Nietzsche’s highest type (the philosopher of the future)
meet on the issue of truth – the will to truth. Here Said’s commitment
to truth is at issue. If the will to truth leads to nihilism, as Nietzsche
claims, then what are we to conclude about Said’s commitment to truth
and the necessity of speaking truth to power? The first thing that we
should note is that Nietzsche also believes in speaking truth, if not to
power. If this sounds strange it is only because for too long now we have
been reading Nietzsche through Foucault, and their views, as I have
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argued throughout, are very different. Nietzsche’s account of truth and
power have the same paradoxical character that we have encountered
before. Because Nietzsche distinguishes ethically between different kinds
of power, he makes sense when he praises healthy and blames sickly wills
to power. We know what he is fighting for and against and why. We
understand, even if we reject, his fascoid metaphysics of sickness and
health.

Sickly will to power runs counter to Nietzsche’s notion of human
excellence. He opposes it for this reason alone, but we should not
suppose that this is a simple reason. Sick forms of the will to power are
dishonest. They tell lies. This shows just how complex Nietzsche’s notion
of truth is, why he is not opposed to the will to truth in any simple way.
As we saw in the second essay, Nietzsche regards the ability to make
promises as a hard-won achievement; it is good, but not uniformly so.
Only certain people have a “right” to make promises, namely, the strong
and reliable. The weak and the rest lie the moment that they open their
mouths. It is no surprise, therefore, when he criticizes those who lie
poorly because they cannot tell the truth, least of all about themselves.
These he calls dishonest liars, their mendacity is moralistic. They
pretend to be innocent, when they are guilty of weakness. Nietzsche
describes the intellectual’s responsibility for exposing this mendacious
innocence: “To have to rediscover this ‘innocence’ everywhere – that is,
perhaps, the most revolting task among the somewhat dubious tasks a
psychologist [read: intellectual] today has to perform.”53 A dubious –
doubtful, uncertain, ambiguous, ambivalent, debatable, and disputable
– task perhaps, but it must be done. It is precisely the dishonest mendac-
ity of “innocent liars,” their inability to tell genuine, resolute, “honest
lies” that Nietzsche criticizes. When Nietzsche refers to honest lies, he
has Plato’s notion of the “noble lie” that I discussed in the previous
chapter in mind. To recall that discussion, Plato knew that some people
were naturally better than others and of superior rank. Based on this
truth he told a lie: men are composed of different grades of ore (gold,
silver, bronze, and iron), which determines their rank-ordering in society.
Some are born to be philosopher-kings, some warriors, some artisans
and farmers. It is these hard truths (the irremediable necessity for the
rank-ordering of man and his virtues) that dishonest liars cannot
handle.54

One truth that even higher types have difficulty handling is the truth
about truth. They are especially susceptible to a pious, unconditional,
absolutizing of truth. Where does it come from and what are the
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consequences of this will to truth? According to Nietzsche, the ultimate
achievement of the ascetic ideal is the denial of God by an absolute will
to truth. You shall know the truth and the truth shall make you free. Here
the Christian notion of truth, underwritten by God, consumes itself by
consuming God. Christian truth is the ascetic ideal in its last stage and
final form – ”it is the awe-inspiring catastrophe of a two-thousand-year
discipline in truth-telling, which finally forbids itself the lie entailed in the
belief in God.” The death of God is the birth of Godless truth – truth as
absolute value, which represents the transfiguration and sublimation of
“the confessional punctiliousness of Christian conscience . . . into
scientific conscience, into intellectual purity at any price.”55 Is this what
Said’s notion of speaking the truth to power entails?

My answer is an equivocal yes and no. Yes, if the claim is that Said’s
notion of truth-telling makes greater sense in relation to the Christian
history of the idea that Nietzsche sketches. No, if the claim is that Said
prefers “intellectual purity at any price.” On the contrary, it is intellec-
tual purity as “sophistication” and “antihumanism” that Said opposes,
in the face of which he is determined (no matter how naïve some might
construe it) to speak truth to power. How much of Nietzsche’s account
of truth-telling and lying Said would subscribe to is an open question.
Sometimes his notion of truth-telling has the absolutist tone of Julien
Benda. At other times, he sounds more like Nietzsche, where life requires
a judicious blend of truth-telling and lying. On these occasions, Said
understands the necessity for telling the truth at the right time and lying
at the right time, to paraphrase Nietzsche’s comments on remembering
and forgetting. He knows that truth is subject to ideological contention,
which is not to say that one refrains from speaking the truth and expos-
ing lies. This makes Said much more like Nietzsche than Nietzsche’s sup-
posed heir Michel Foucault, for whom the death of God means the
death of man – the death, that is, of someone who can make strong eval-
uations (this is true and that a lie) based on provisional and contingent
grounds, the only grounds we have.
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Marx, Said, and the Jewish question

   

Somewhere, I surmise, offstage and in the background of the Said–
Walzer dispute, is Marx’s critique of religious identity and political lib-
eralism in “The Jewish Question.” The great Zionist leader, Theodor
Herzl, a younger contemporary of Marx, saw the establishment of a
Jewish state as a solution to the Jewish question – a solution, that is, to
the European tradition, several centuries long, of Jew-hating persecu-
tion. The same Jewish question on which many thinkers, including
Marx, spilled much ink. Marx subordinates the Jewish question to the
question of real emancipation, to which Jewish civil rights are, paradox-
ically, an obstacle and real Jewish emancipation is an effect. As I con-
strue Said’s view, Herzl’s notion of Jewish emancipation won out, and in
ways that Marx could have scarcely imagined. The resolution of the
Jewish question, under the constraints of European imperial hegemony,
created the “question of Palestine.” It is appropriate that this study of
Said concludes with his reflections on the question of Palestine and with
Marx’s reflections on “The Jewish Question.” On these questions there
is a convergence of the three interlocking themes of this study: the relig-
ious effects of culture, the religious seduction of the secular critic, and
the return of repressed religiosity. This convergence underscores the
importance of the questions that I posed in Preliminary Remarks and to
which I have offered various responses throughout this study.

In “The Jewish Question,” Marx’s argument takes a controversial
form. He uses the popular stereotype of Jews as hucksters (“Money is the
jealous god of Israel, beside which no other god may exist”) to make a
larger point about political liberalism and real emancipation. In what is
undoubtedly an offense, Marx describes Judaism as a religion of practi-
cal need and self-interest, which centers around huckstering, or the
acquisition of money. Only by “emancipating itself from huckstering and





money, and thus from real and practical Judaism,” can our age emanci-
pate itself. In this sentence Marx confounds the “huckstering Jew”
with the general condition of man under the constraints of capital. He
goes on to say that the abolition of the conditions that make huckster-
ing possible “would make the Jew impossible.” “His religious conscious-
ness would evaporate like some insipid vapour in the real, life-giving air
of society.”1

Because of this essay in particular, Marx is often viewed as anti-Jewish
and even anti-Semitic.2 Some call him a self-hating Jew because of his
criticism of specifically Jewish aspirations, and a few writers have
attempted to psychoanalyze him in this regard. Marx was anti-Jewish to
be sure, but he was also anti-Christian, antireligious in general. Whether
his anti-Jewishness took an anti-Semitic form or not is an open question.
(Some may want to question the distinction between anti-Jewishness and
anti-Semitism as a verbal sleight-of-hand. This is understandable since
in the mouths of some they are indistinguishable. For the same reasons,
blacks are often deeply suspicious of negative criticism by whites. As with
Jews, their paranoia is well earned. But, in each case, criticism that is not
simply anti-Semitic or racist is possible, even when difficult to recognize.)
The rhetoric of “The Jewish Question” is anti-Semitic, but we should
ask to what end? Jewish comics often use anti-Semitic stereotypes for
comedic purposes and, ironically, to criticize anti-Semitism. Whether
“The Jewish Question” is an ironic critique of anti-Semitism or not is
far from clear. What is clear is Marx’s critique of liberalism, and here we
can attribute ironic intentions to him: he uses Jewish stereotypes to
tarnish liberalism’s allure.

Marx’s essay is a review of Bruno Bauer’s The Jewish Question, the
general outline of which can be rehearsed quickly. According to Marx,
Bauer only goes part of the way toward a resolution of the Jewish ques-
tion, which he construes as an interreligious dispute between a Jewish
minority that wants civil rights, political equality, or emancipation and a
Christian state that is intent on denying such rights. This dispute can be
resolved critically and scientifically, according to Bauer, by abolishing
religion, that is, by disestablishing the Christian Church and by prevent-
ing the establishment of any other religion. For Marx, this will not do,
as it only exposes a deeper and more intractable opposition between the
liberal state and real freedom, between political emancipation and human
emancipation. Bauer fails to consider the degree to which the Jewish ques-
tion, as a religious issue, is a defective by-product of an alienation-pro-
ducing bourgeois state. Constraints on free citizenship are overcome,
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according to Marx, only when theological questions are turned into
secular ones, when religious constraints are exposed as the deceptive
“appearing” of secular constraints. The political emancipation of relig-
ious man – Jewish, Christian, or other – is possible only when the state
is emancipated from religion. The political emancipation of religious
man and the religious emancipation of the state, however, are not
enough. “To be politically emancipated from religion is not to be finally
and completely emancipated from religion, because political emancipa-
tion is not the final and absolute form of human emancipation.”3

Marx uses the Christian, Trinitarian idea to explain why liberal eman-
cipation is not real, why it is formal and not substantive. Like Christ, the
state is an intermediary. Where Christ mediates between man and his
own alienated divinity (that is, human subjectivity in its highest form),
the state mediates between “man and human liberty.” Political emanci-
pation is religious because it is indirect and mediated. It inverts the
proper relationship between the maker and the made, the worker and
her “objective spirit.” This roundabout form of self-recognition4 is
symptomatic of several problems, not the least of which is a practiced
sophistry. The liberal state abolishes private property as a formal, legal
prerequisite for political participation, while leaving the substantive
barriers – of birth, social rank, education, occupation – in place. The public–
political self and the private–civil self are constantly exposing the soph-
istry of the other. Bauer’s world is an “inverted world.” He makes the
mistake of focusing on the formal rather than the substantive, the virtual
power of the political state rather than the actual power of civil society,
religious expression rather than profane contradictions. The liberal state
is only a half-step along the path to real emancipation. Political emanci-
pation obscures the realities of civil society, which is a new state of
nature, the new form that Hobbes’ war of all against all assumes under
the constraints of capital. Political emancipation is the bifurcation of
man into public and private selves: citizen and Jew, citizen and Christian,
citizen and religious man. Liberalism, that is to say, is a formalism that
conceals the substantive operations of power and privilege behind
notions such as equal rights. In the liberal state, Christianity is disestab-
lished, divested of its formal privileges, but “on the ground,” in civil
society, its power is unchallenged. Thus Christianity’s private ownership
of “spiritual capital” is to other religions what the private ownership of
economic capital is to the impoverished worker. Both social relations
underscore the formal and abstract nature of political emancipation.
Liberalism is religious precisely because it presupposes a dualism

Marx, Said, and the Jewish question 



between individual and social life, civil society and political life; in short,
liberalism is religious because it is an inverted world.5

The idea of inversion is important, I think, for getting a handle on
Said’s assessment of the Palestinian question. On my reading, Said
recasts the Jewish question as the question of Palestine. The problem of
emancipation, “who should emancipate? who should be emancipated?”
(as Marx put it), is no longer a problem for European states and Jews but
for the state of Israel and Palestinians. In the most direct way possible,
the Palestinian question is the metamorphosis of the Jewish question, the
ironic repetition of the Jewish question, the difference that repetition
makes.

Is Said’s notion of Palestinian emancipation defined by the either/or
options that Marx sketches in his essay? It is not clear what Said’s views
are in this regard. He is painfully aware of the ways in which post-Zionist
Palestinian history mimics Jewish history, especially during the period of
European state formation and the rise of nationalist sentiment. Given
the Marxist tenor of his thinking, one would expect Said to be wary of
the sort of analyses that Marx condemns as liberal. This includes any
analysis based on liberal notions of freedom, equality, and rights. One
would expect Said to be well aware of the formal, abstract character of
political emancipation. One would expect this to be the case, and mostly
it is, as we shall soon see. But first I draw attention to just how prevalent
the language of human rights is in Said’s account of Palestinian libera-
tion. From the very beginning, Said frames the question of Palestine in
terms of fundamental human rights. The rights of self-determination,
freedom of religion, freedom of movement, and the right to leave and
return to one’s country. The last two rights have to do with freedom of
movement within and across national boundaries. These rights, as Said
observes, are codified in “Article  of the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights ()” and in “The International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights ()” (QP xvi, ). By citing these documents, Said
writes Palestinian liberation into the discourse of human rights whose
ancestry includes the Rights of Man, which were espoused during the
French Revolution, and in defense of which Thomas Paine wrote his
famous essay The Rights of Man. These rights are the object of Marx’s
stinging critique of liberalism in “The Jewish Question.” To restate that
criticism briefly, the Rights of Man are formal and abstract, leaving
things on the ground – the social relations of wealth and poverty, power,
and powerlessness – pretty much as they are. The Rights of Man exem-
plify religion in its most insidious form, namely, the liberal state’s inver-
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sion of substance and form, act and shadow, actual power and virtual
power.

Said’s account of Palestinian liberation is both this and more as his
portrait of the Palestinian Liberation Organization suggests. He claims
that perhaps the most novel and revolutionary aspect of the PLO is the
idea of a secular democratic Palestinian state for Arabs and Jews.
Unfortunately, according to Said, the idea of a secular democratic
Palestine was undermined by Zionists and their American supporters
who constructed that idea as genocidal. So, in a perverse reversal, the
Palestinian question, which as I said earlier is the direct metamorphosis
of the Jewish question, is recast as old-fashioned European anti-
Semitism, Nazi-style genocide in “Arab-face” (QP , , , –).
Said writes with real pathos when he describes the complex struggle of
the Palestinian people against Israeli oppression and against the ghost of
European anti-Semitism and genocide, the burden of which Palestinians
are unfairly expected to bear. All of this is part of the huge wall of denial
that he calls Zionism. He is mindful of what Palestinians and Jews stand
to lose with a human rights approach to the question of Palestine and
what they stand to gain. They stand to lose and must abandon pan-Arab
and Zionist constructions of Palestine. There can be no Israel without
Palestinians, no Palestine without Jews. Gone would be notions such as
a Jewish state or an Islamic state. Gone too would be civil distinctions
between Palestinians and Jews and customary distinctions between
European and non-European Jews. What Palestinians and Jews stand to
gain by doing this is what each really wants: freedom from terror, oppres-
sion, insecurity, and social relations that make unjust domination pos-
sible. For Jews, this long-term goal “means freedom from the awful
historical pressure of anti-Semitism whose culmination was Nazi geno-
cide, freedom from the fear of Arabs, freedom also from the blindness
of programmatic Zionism in its practice against the non-Jew.” For
Arabs, the long-term “goal is freedom from exile and dispossession,
freedom from the cultural and psychological ravages of historical mar-
ginality, and freedom also from inhuman attitudes and practices toward
the oppressing Israel” (QP –, –).

Said’s recourse to human rights language is only slightly vulnerable to
Marx’s critique of capitalist liberalism, because what Marx criticizes are
not rights but the formal, abstract, ahistorical character of liberal rights.
Rights are not “a gift of nature” or a legacy, “but the reward of a strug-
gle against the accident of birth and against the privileges which history
has hitherto transmitted from generation to generation.” Rights have a
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time and place, a history and specificity that liberalism obscures when it
places birth, social rank, education, and occupation out of bounds,
offstage, beyond the reach and discipline of the Rights of Man. It is pre-
cisely those things that are out of bounds and offstage that Said privi-
leges in his account of Palestinian rights. Otherwise put, Said is not
among those that Marx castigates as theologians. He does not invert
and, therefore, distort the relationship between the secular and the relig-
ious, political emancipation, which is the formal proclamation of rights,
and real emancipation. He knows, having learned from Marx, that real
emancipation is the result of struggle against circumstances that the
Palestinians did not choose and privileges that history has transmitted
from the generation of insurgent Zionism to the triumphant generation
of post- Israel, post-PLO insurgency, and the  Declaration of
Principles – the “Palestinian Versailles” (POD xxxiv).

Said realizes that Palestinian rights are only virtual. These rights can
only become actual through struggle, but not armed struggle, the fea-
sibility of which he has long since abandoned, and to which he says that
he has always been opposed. But he also opposes a unilateral Palestinian
cease fire. This is why Said regards the Oslo Declaration of Principles
as “an instrument of Palestinian surrender.” His anger is kindled by the
fact that the agreement that Yasser Arafat negotiated secretly – without
the consent of the Palestinian National Council (PNC), of which Said is
a former member – fails to meet the standards of political emancipation,
much less real emancipation. Of the Palestinians, Said writes: “We
received no acknowledgment of self-determination, no certainty of
future sovereignty, no right of representation, no mention of reparations
(and this from a state which received billions of dollars from Germany
for the Nazi Holocaust).” The flames of his anger are only stoked by the
“vulgar and distasteful” celebration of the agreement by Arafat and the
Palestinian leadership, which pretends that the Oslo Accord represents
a great Palestinian victory. According to Said, the Israeli novelist Amos
Oz is closer to the truth, when of the Oslo Accord he says: “This is the
second biggest victory in the history of Zionism.” The size of this victory
is underscored by the Accord’s national security state premise, where
primary consideration is given to Israel’s security, with no provision for
Palestinian security against Israeli incursions. Even more startling is
the dramatic transformation that the Accord entails. It effectively
transforms the PLO from a national liberation organization into a
prosthetic arm of the Israeli police forces. In Said’s language, “[t]he
PLO will become Israel’s enforcer,” “an instrument of the Occupation.”
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Comparing the PLO unfavorably with the African National Congress
(ANC), Said claims that the PLO is the only modern anticolonial move-
ment that “capitulated to the colonial occupation before that occupation
had been defeated and forced to leave” (PD xxiv, xxx, xxxiv, xxxviii, –,
, , , ).

Not that forcing the Israelis to leave is feasible, as he acknowledges
in a  interview. Since the mid-s, according to Said, he has grad-
ually come to the conclusion that a war of liberation is practically
impossible. It imposes a leadership burden on Palestinians and Arabs
that is too heavy to bear. He has also come to the conclusion that
Palestine is not Algeria. The historical peculiarities of Israeli existence
impose different conditions from those in the Algerian liberation strug-
gle or the South African struggle. “I go so far as to be convinced by
Rosa Luxemburg’s statement,” he writes, “that one cannot impose one’s
own political solution on another people against their will. As a
Palestinian who has suffered loss and deprivations, I cannot morally
accept regaining my rights at the expense of another people’s depriva-
tion” (PD ).

This is Said in one of his more reflective moments, thinking about the
peculiarities of the Palestinian struggle for emancipation and why in the
end it is not simply one more anticolonial struggle. The Algerian liber-
ation struggle can no longer serve as a proxy for the Palestinian struggle,
as it did in his dispute with Walzer. The Palestinian question is a different
sort of Jewish question, which is too complex for proxies. Although there
is a sense in which the extraordinary events unfolding in South Africa
provide a new model of what the possibilities are in an anticolonial
struggle where there is a large settler community. I get the sense that Said
is, paradoxically, both more pessimistic and more optimistic than this.
Indeed, he consoles himself by invoking Gramsci’s notion – pessimism
of the intellect, optimism of the will (PD ). This notion is constitutive
of Said’s idea of secular criticism. This conception of the secular voca-
tion accounts for his willingness to break publicly with the PLO (of
which he has never been a member) and with Arafat, both of whom he
often defended against Israeli and American vilification. Said went from
being their defender to their bitter critic when they betrayed the princi-
ples of Palestinian national independence and self-determination. The
loyalties and solidarities of secular critics, in his view, are always princi-
pled. Those principles sometimes demand that the bonds of loyalty and
solidarity be broken. To break these sacred bonds is preeminently a
secular act. But, as Said well knows, the religious seduction of the secular
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critic is always a possibility. Religion sometimes “returns” and in the
most unexpected places.

    

In The World, the Text and the Critic, Said criticizes the “return of repressed
religiosity” in contemporary critical theory. As he notes ruefully, evi-
dence of this trend can be found in the vogue for texts such as Kabbalah
and Criticism, Violence and the Sacred, Deconstruction and Theology. He laments
the valorization of “the private and hermetic over the public and social”
in ostensibly radical movements such as Marxism, psychoanalysis, and
feminism. He notes the triumph of uncritical religiosity, which is under-
scored by the growth of special languages, “many of them impenetra-
ble, deliberately obscure, willfully illogical.” What concerns him most
about this “curious veering toward the religious” are its political impli-
cations. “Political neoconservatives and the religiously inclined critics”
converge when they forget the realities of capital accumulation. They
forget that capital accumulation, and the globalization of labor and cul-
tural markets that result, are presuppositions if not the presuppositions
of robust cultural critique. Against this religious trend, he calls for criti-
cal, secular renewal. “Once an intellectual, the modern critic has
become a cleric in the worst sense of the word. How their discourse can
once again collectively become a truly secular enterprise is, it seems to
me, the most serious question critics can be asking one another” (WTC
–).

The return of repressed religiosity is a loose reference to Freud’s
psychosexual theory and to the notion of repression in particular. The
return of the repressed is the irruption into our mature present of our
infantile past. We become children again, if only momentarily. Religion
is symptomatic of our immaturity, evidence of our failure to deal
effectively with the temptations of infantile sexuality and the challenges
of mature sexuality. It suggests that we have regressed. Can there be any
doubt that this is what Said has in mind when he criticizes the return of
repressed religiosity in contemporary critical theory? Is he not asserting
that academic-Left theory is a form of regression? But a regression from
what? Obviously he refers to a regression from secular criticism as
exemplified by Marx, where the criticism of religion is the premise of all
criticism.

Said’s work and public pronouncements are full of references to
sacred history and Gentile history, religious criticism and secular criti-
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cism, the text and the world, the professional and the political, the
abstract and the concrete. In each pair, the first term refers to religion
or the sacred and the second to the secular or profane. He uses all these
terms and others to identify what troubles him about the state of Left
theory. Take the first pair of terms. Said’s sacred history–secular history
distinction presupposes “the notion of beginning as opposed to origin, the
latter divine, mythical, and privileged, the former secular, humanly pro-
duced, and ceaselessly re-examined.” From this basic distinction, Said
makes several claims: that beginning is a secular displacement of divine
originality. That to begin is to transgress a divine intention and disrupt
a sacred order of meaning. That beginning is not some irrational or
“absurd” gesture, but a rational and enabling intervention into an order
of meaning that has always already begun. That beginnings inaugurate
new orders of meaning, by displacing God’s original text (the book of
nature) with the human work of history (B xi–xiii). That beginning is
secular work, outside the text,6 in the world of history and circum-
stance.

“Origin” and “beginning” signify different attitudes toward meaning
and authority, one religious the other secular. Or, as Said describes it,
“Beginnings inaugurate a deliberately other production of meaning – a
Gentile (as opposed to a sacred) one.” They are repetitive rather than
mimetic, producing new meanings, not copying old ones (B xvii).
Beginnings are transgressive, blasphemous. Origins, in contrast, estab-
lish mimetic relationships that ritualistically re-enact what God has
done. We might gloss Said’s account by saying that the mimetic relation-
ship is one of mindless re-presentation. Like the stereotypical believer
before the authoritative pronouncements of the church, it signals pros-
tration before the claims of divine originality. Said calls this attitude
toward origins religious or sacred. To displace the religious is to begin.
Or as Marx put it, “the criticism of religion is the premise of all criti-
cism.”7 Criticism requires the rejection of the servile, mimetic character
of religion. But Said’s critique of mimesis is different from René
Girard’s. The object of Girard’s critique is mimetic rivalry and its
violent-scapegoating denouement, which lies at the heart of the sacred.
Thus, Girard accents the chaos-producing character of mimesis. In con-
trast, Said gives mimesis a Marxist gloss – it is a form of alienation. This
is an important difference. Girard’s notion of mimesis serves to natural-
ize (make necessary) this bloody form of rivalry. Structurally, it is indis-
tinguishable from what Christians call Original Sin. Said’s account, on
the other hand, is a form of ideology-critique that attempts to unmask
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the historical as opposed to the cosmological character of mimesis
and the human-all-too-human interests its serves.

Said attributes the notion of beginning as repetition and transgression
to Vico. He claims that Vico “is the first philosopher of beginnings . . .
because for him a beginning is at once never given and always indefinite
or divined and yet always asserted at considerable expense.” Here he
underscores Vico’s anti-Cartesian point. Beginning ideas are never
“clear and distinct,” but crude acts of imagination and divination, the
products of an indefinite mind. More importantly, Vico underscores the
costly nature of beginning; beginning transgresses the status quo, which
those committed to it construe as sacred. According to Said, Vico con-
strues beginning as a Gentile act that inaugurates a secular order of
meaning that is other than the sacred order of meaning characteristic of
Hebrew religion. He claims that Gentile history is predicated on the
transgression of God’s prohibition of divination, the observance of
which constitutes Judaism as sacred. To be Gentile is to displace origins
with beginnings and the given with imagination and invention, to
“divine or imagine divinity,” in one’s own image. To be Gentile, in short,
is to be done with sacred time and sacred narratives, “to live perma-
nently in history, in an order other than God’s” (B – ). Beginnings,
therefore, are the emancipation of the secular subject, the history-
making subject. This is the subject that Marx imagined engaging in a
ruthless critique of everything existing. The subject for whom the criti-
cism of religion was now complete and for whom Marx could not
imagine that religion would again be an issue. With the benefit of history
and hindsight, Said sees things differently. For him, there is a return of
repressed religiosity at the heart of contemporary critical theory.

Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida are exhibits A and B in Said’s
case against repressed religiosity; they re-imprison the secular subject in
sacred categories such as “power” and “différance.” Between Foucault
and Derrida is American postmodernism – a redundant formulation, if
ever there was one. This triangular configuration, with sundry contribu-
tions from other sources, is the object to which Said refers when he
speaks of a return of repressed religiosity. But why religion? For an
answer to this question, I turn to what I take as Said’s account of the lin-
guistic turn in philosophy and theory, that is, the ascendancy of the
notion of “textuality.” On Said’s view, textuality is a denial of history, a
flight from circumstantial realities, a descent into the abyss of meaning-
lessness, paradox, and “undecidability.” As the preferred metaphor of
the postdiscourses (whether postmodern, poststructuralist, post-Marxist,
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or postphilosophical), textuality is the antithesis and displacement of
history (WTC –). According to Said, contemporary literary theory
(that intellectual movement of the s and s that sublated,
transfigured, and disfigured philosophy and social theory) operates in an
ahistorical labyrinth of intertextuality. Theory has “isolated textuality
from the circumstances, events, the physical senses that made it possible
and render it intelligible as the result of human work” (WTC , emphasis
mine). In contrast, secular, worldly, reality-based forms of critique
foreground the circumstances under which agents produce texts, expos-
ing the affiliation between texts, relations of power, and structures of
meaning. In short, Secular Criticism accents history.8

Said wants to distinguish the worldliness of Secular Criticism from the
otherworldliness of poststructuralism–postmodernism, from “the aporias
and unthinkable paradoxes of a text,” from the religious practices of “a
priestly caste of acolytes and dogmatic metaphysicians” (WTC –).
Obviously, Said regards the concept of religion as especially evocative of
what he deplores in postmodernist and poststructuralist discourses. By
invoking reality or history (Said uses them interchangeably), he can high-
light the otherworldliness of postdiscourses, where the transactional rela-
tions of textuality and the world are denied. Said’s genealogy of these
discourses includes the fierce parochialism of the American New Critics
and the cosmopolitan abandonment of the French “new New Critics,”
which is his terminology for structuralists and poststructuralists (WTC
). Whether parochial or cosmopolitan, these forms of criticism
(American, French, and “French Fried” American) have strong otherworldly
tendencies.

Said acknowledges the contributions of the French-inspired critical
discourses. They helped American critics challenge a university system
dominated by positivism, determinism, bourgeois humanism, and the
rigidities of disciplinary specialization (WTC ). Unfortunately, these
theories never took well to American soil, but mutated into degraded
forms. Said calls this phenomenon (the transformations that theory
undergoes when transplanted from one set of historical circumstances
to another) “traveling theory.” Theory is degraded by “dissemination”
when the inevitable process of transplantation is carried out without
proper attention to the local climate. This has been the fate of most
French theory in America. The distinctive circumstances of post-World
War II France that made structuralist and poststructuralist theories seem
appropriate were different from those in the United States. The
American appropriation of French theory took place against a cultural
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backdrop that lacked historical memories of the specific intellectual and
social struggles that made these theories seem natural, if not effective, in
the French context. Consequently, American appropriations of French
theory seem artificial and dismally ineffective. Whether the master theo-
rist is Deleuze, Derrida, Foucault or Lacan, this appropriation is often
little more than a bewildering and embarrassing series of intellectual
fads. This explains the worldlessness and weightlessness of much
American criticism. In this disconnection between the particularities of
French theory and the specificity of American history, Said sees a
descent into textuality, where critical theories are severed from worldly
transactions. The results are methodologies and systems that Said
describes as dogmatic, mystifying, otherworldly, and religious.

To underscore this point, textuality can be viewed by analogy to bib-
lical fundamentalism, where overriding authority is assigned to canoni-
cal texts and authors. Said describes a logic of displacement, where the
canonical authorities of the New Critics (for example, Donne and
Dante) are displaced by the authority of the new New Critics – that is,
by “Rousseau, Artaud, Bataille, Saussure, Freud, and Nietzsche.” Said
might have also noted the irony of the subsequent displacement of this
canon, within American postmodernism, by none other than Deleuze,
Derrida, Foucault, and Lacan. “These authors are employed as princi-
ples beyond which texts as texts cannot and need not go. To return to
them, as Lacan returned to Freud, is to establish them as a canon whose
legitimacy is maintained with loyal devotion” (WTC ). Collectively,
these texts constitute a new holy writ, a sacred canon for the acolytes of
the new critical discourses. These authors are accorded the deference
usually reserved for religious gurus, and their work is constructed as
scripture, even as it is used to debunk scripture.

The newer critics pour over these new New Critical sacred texts with
the exegetical enthusiasm and conviction of biblical fundamentalists.
Rather than argue a point, they merely drop names, usually Nietzsche,
Freud, Artaud, or Benjamin, as if name dropping was sufficient “to over-
ride any objection or settle any quarrel” (WTC ). What Said says
about these figures can now be said about Lacan, Foucault, Derrida, and
Deleuze in spades. In summary, Said accuses the proponents of recent
French theory, especially in its domesticated American varieties, of
engaging in the secular equivalent of “proof-texting,” of behaving like
fundamentalists before the authority of sacred scripture. Thus they
reproduce the canonical practices of fundamentalist Christianity. Is
there not more than a little irony here? For Said is as responsible as
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anyone for introducing French theory to an American audience.
Furthermore, I am not sure that Said avoids the tendencies that he crit-
icizes. Can anyone? Do not we inevitably and necessarily construct
something as scripture?9

If textuality, as Said sees it, is the problem, then worldliness is the solu-
tion. Worldliness, which means roughly the same thing as reality and
history, is a set of constraints on interpretation and reference such that
“the closeness of the world’s body to the text’s body forces readers to take
both into consideration.” Said contrasts this notion with the claim that
interpretation is limitless (WTC ). He regards such talk as evidence of
the religious attitude, a kind of monkish inwardness that refuses to truck
with the world outside the church, the academy, the text. To speak of
worldliness is to enter into an antagonistic relationship with academic
and professional insularity. Said “tropes” on an important theme in
Christian discourse, where worldliness signifies an order that is in open
rebellion against the Christian God; it is the refusal of divine sovereignty,
“the Kingdom of God.” Worldliness signifies “this worldliness,” secular
hopes, secular forms of solace, secular forms of meaning. It signifies, in
short, the loss of one’s critical bearings, blindness, captivity to sin, the
devil’s ideology. Said inverts the normative codes of the worldly–other-
worldly distinction, with worldly as a positively charged term for a
secular disposition and otherworldly as a negatively charged term for a
religious disposition. Otherworldliness is characterized by a flight from
circumstantial realities that constrain interpretation, provide a referent,
and confer meaning. In contrast, worldliness is a skeptical disposition sit-
uated within the cultural and systematic cross-currents of its historical
conjuncture, between the religious effects of culture and the return of
repressed religiosity in contemporary critical systems. Secular Criticism
regards both culture and critical theory with suspicion. Critical theory is
(or becomes) a form of religious seduction; it is as seductive as a relig-
ious wolf in the sheep’s-clothing of secular critique and thus is especially
pernicious. Said does not believe that critical theory is religious in a
literal sense, but religious is the most appropriate naming of what cannot
properly be named – it is a catachresis.

Secular Criticism avoids both the mindless conformities of culture and
the otherworldliness (abstraction and reification) of system. It is criticism
between culture as transfigured religious thought and system as the
return of repressed religiosity. This brings us, again, to Derrida and
Foucault who illustrate this point. Said’s position toward Derrida and
Foucault has become less enthusiastic and increasingly negative over the
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last decade or so. I think it is fair to say that he has moved from skepti-
cal sympathy to qualified hostility. Where he once saw them as revolu-
tionary critics, he now sees them as antirevolutionaries, whose work is a
counsel of cosmological pessimism or otherworldly-messianic hope.
Where he had once favorably distinguished Foucault’s notion of dis-
course from Derrida’s notion of textuality, he now sees them as pretty
much the same thing.10 During that earlier period, when he was decid-
edly more sympathetic to Foucault’s notion of discourse than to
Derrida’s notion of textuality, his argument was this: that Derrida’s work
fails “to accommodate descriptive information” that would give his
notion of Western metaphysics a meaning that is more than repetitive
and allusive. Derrida’s work, he adds, has shown little interest in actually
“dissolving the ethnocentrism of which on occasion it has spoken with
noble clarity.” This is an instance of Said’s criticism of political quie-
tism, of Derrida’s failure to politicize the text, to show how ethical–
political judgments can be made “inside the text,” that is, in a world
without transcendence. Neither has Derrida’s critical work, he contin-
ues, “demanded from its disciples any binding engagement on matters
pertaining to discovery and knowledge, freedom, oppression, or injus-
tice.” This continues the previous charge that Derrida fails to politicize
the “inside text” (the network of language and everything else), having
argued that there is “no outside text.” The prominence of this charge,
now a commonplace in critical circles, owes a great deal to Said, who
turns up the intensity in this passage: “If everything in a text is always
open equally to suspicion and to affirmation, then the differences
between one class interest and another, one ideology and another, are
virtual in – but never crucial to making decisions about – the finally rec-
onciling element of textuality” (WTC ). This is not the clearest
passage. But I take Said to be making a simple point: that the skeptical
play of textuality does not allow us to make the political–ethical distinc-
tions that we want to make. Said’s criticism of Derridian textuality is
an analogue to his later criticism of Foucault’s all-encompassing,
Spinozistic notion of power, which also resists a politicized inside – that
is, an immanent critique of the discourse, text, plane of immanence, or
community of language users of which we are part.

Thus, on his mature or developed view, Said refuses to make a politi-
cally significant distinction between textuality and discourse. We see this
refusal in his attitude toward the entire range of poststructuralist and
postmodernist theory. Said chooses to be “unfair,” rejecting distinctions
among poststructuralists or between poststructuralists and neopragmat-
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ists that others find relevant. Despite their theoretical hairsplitting, Said
finds few practical political differences between them (as opposed to
abstract theoretical differences) that truly make a difference. In an inter-
view, he takes Occam’s razor, now Said’s razor, to a broad swath of post-
modernist and poststructuralist theory. The context is the aftermath of
the Gulf War. Said is responding to the interviewer’s question about the
relevance, given the contemporary context, of Noam Chomsky’s idea of
intellectual responsibility. To be intellectually responsible, Said argues:

One would have to pretty much scuttle all the jaw-shattering jargonistic post-
modernisms that now dot the landscape. They are worse than useless. They are
neither capable of understanding and analyzing the power structure of this
country, nor are they capable of understanding the particular aesthetic merit of
an individual work of art.

This is true of such discourses across the spectrum: of deconstruction,
postmodernism, poststructuralism, and so on. All represent forms of the
post- retreat by political radicals throughout the West, but especially
in France. As a response to this collective retreat, Said calls for critical
renewal. This means returning to old-fashioned scholarly virtues and to
the premise that men and women make their own history and that what
they make they can always remake (POD –).

Said’s razor is equally sharp in Culture and Imperialism. His comments
there are so similar to those in the interview that one could easily
imagine them as components of a single chain of thought. Of contem-
porary critics, Said says this: “Jargons of an almost rebarbativeness dom-
inate their styles. Cults like post-modernism, discourse analysis, New
Historicism, deconstruction, neo-pragmatism transport them into the
country of the blue; an astonishing sense of weightlessness with regard
to the gravity of history and individual responsibility fritters away atten-
tion to public matters, and to public discourse.” The results of this
treason of the intellectuals are truly dispiriting, when issues such as
racism, poverty, ecological devastation, disease, and ignorance “are left
to the media and the odd political candidate during an election cam-
paign” (CAI ).

Notice the themes in these passages, the explicit correlation between
religion and critical theory, their jargons, otherworldliness, and cultic
practices. On Said’s view, too few posttheorists are willing to pay the per-
sonal and professional price of an engaged, worldly criticism, for criti-
cism as a secular enterprise. The jargons of the various postdiscourses
signify retreat from the realm of public discourse to the privacy of the
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monastery, the cloister, the academy. This explains the unseemly specta-
cle of an academic struggle for position that shows little interest in its
extra-academic purchase and that has even less to do with politics.
Gramsci’s useful idea of a struggle for position within civil society
between the ruling (or hegemonic) class and insurgent (or subaltern)
classes has been reduced to a size that is proper to these theorists. Thus
academic politics becomes the most important form of politics, if not
politics as such. What the postdiscourses signify, Said concludes, is a
religious retreat from the power and politics of the secular world, the
quotidian, ordinary, and everyday world. These discourses, that is to say,
represent a retreat from what most people mean most of the time by pol-
itics. The very claim to sophistication by poststructuralist, postmodern-
ist, post-Marxist, and postphilosophical critics is a form of mystification.
Or as Said remarks regarding Foucault’s American followers, and this
charge can be generalized to all advocates of the postdiscourses, they
“wish to go beyond Left optimism and Right pessimism so as to justify
political quietism with sophisticated intellectualism” (WTC ).

      

No one exemplifies the sophisticated intellectualism that Said criticizes
more than Foucault and Derrida – except, perhaps, their American fol-
lowers. Foucault and Derrida’s legacies to American theory are a secular
notion of “Original Sin” and a messianic notion of justice. In both cases,
something beyond this world, larger than we, and other than human
capacities in their natural circumstances, determines our fate and is the
source of whatever hope we have.

Foucault is the dark prince of contemporary theory, the hypersophis-
ticate who ostensibly knows things that most of us do not want to know.
If Foucault’s major claim is that nothing occurs outside relations of
power, then his claim is trivial. Foucault’s followers do not take his claim
to be trivial, nor apparently does he. Thus there is good reason to suspect
that he is saying more than what the bare-faced claim that there is
nothing outside relations of power, no outside power, would suggest.
What he is saying, and many commentators have understood this from
the beginning, is that power cannot be morally qualified. There are not
any nonfraudulent ways of distinguishing good power from bad power.
Power is beyond good and evil and beyond good and bad. Thus Foucault
one-ups Nietzsche in the stringency of his “immoralism.” I should
amend this claim just a bit. Foucault’s view of power is really amoral

 Edward Said and the religious effects of culture



rather than immoral; Nietzsche’s immoralism, in contrast, is thoroughly
ethical in character. Foucault’s sphinx-like response to those who ques-
tioned his amoral view of power partially gave way in his later work to
a qualified view. But, even there, he does not give us any reason to regard
what he says as true – or false. He clearly believes, however, that his asser-
tions are true, even if he does not, and I think cannot, say why. For many
of his followers, this is not a problem. The attraction of Foucault is not
the cogency and meticulous care of his arguments but the revelatory
power of his pronouncements. Despite their cold dispassion, his pro-
nouncements sound more like inscrutable revelation than reasoned
argument and the citation of evidence. Undoubtedly, Foucault’s follow-
ers would denounce this characterization as evidence of an Enlighten-
ment hangover or Enlightenment blackmail. So be it.

Foucault’s notion of power where there is no outside is like Original
Sin without redemption. Foucault can look down his nose with an air of
superiority on those benighted souls who still believe in redemption or
in its secular analogues of liberation and emancipation. He has accepted
a truth that they cannot accept, that even Nietzsche could not accept:
that there is no Christ or Dionysus; that there is no Zarathustra,
Superman, or philosopher of the future. But there is the Original Sin of
power, the human condition in its indelible reality, which he has dared
to look in the face. Foucault is not as explicit in his later work as he was
in earlier work, but there is little reason to believe that he ever amended
the view that we move from one morally unqualified domination to
another. We have no grounds, and I do not mean metaphysical grounds,
but historically contingent grounds, for saying “Yes” or “No,” for prefer-
ring this power to that power. We are in the position of waiting for
Godot, but can give little more than an idiot’s reason for doing so.

This is a view that Derrida has never bought, which has become
increasingly evident in his recent “political” phase. If his goal is not lib-
eration and emancipation, then it is justice. Unlike Foucault, Derrida
does not give up on this notion. The question, however, is what does
Derrida mean by justice? Justice is not law. In any case, it is not identi-
cal to law or reducible to what is legal. Justice is an ideal, an “ought” that
surpasses every “is.” Nor is justice merely the higher law of Socrates or
the natural law that Paul says is written in our hearts. Justice is a
Levinasian call to infinite responsibility. It is not here or there, was not
yesterday, but may be tomorrow. Justice is a Benjaminian messianism.
But what does that mean? Derrida describes a “desert-like messianism
(without content and without identifiable messiah) . . . the coming of
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the other, the absolute and unpredictable singularity of the arrivant as
justice.”11 As is true of most incantations, how he speaks is more impor-
tant than what he says. Justice is a revelation – beyond nature and reason,
beyond language. Justice is the one thing that cannot be deconstructed,
which escapes the destabilizing and skeptical play of différence. This
means – and his American readers will be surprised – that there is some-
thing outside the text after all.12 Justice is the experience of the impos-
sible, of what Kierkegaard says is humanly impossible, of the absurd.
Derrida does not use this language, but there should be little doubt that
this is what he means.

From Marx’s notion of justice as a difficult and precarious human
achievement, we move to Derrida’s neo-Jewish, neo-Christian notion of
justice as eschatological promise. Derrida counterpoises justice as mes-
sianic to the messianic eschatologies that dominate the contemporary
Middle East, the three religions of the Book – Judaism, Christianity, and
Islam. Marxism is indispensable but inadequate to a radical understand-
ing of these eschatologies and the violence that they unleash. Marxism,
as a species of modernism and postmodernism, as the eclectic ideas that
dominate American high theory, denies the necessity of a messianic
eschatology. Therein lies the common inadequacy that Marxism shares
with its modernist and postmodernist kin. It simply will not do, accord-
ing to Derrida, for critics of Marxism to criticize messianic eschatology
as the ideological-and-theological common ground of Marxism and
religion. They ignore the “epokhe of the content,” the suspension and
evacuation of a determinant content, which he claims is “essential to the
messianic in general.” I should add here, that this sounds more like
Kant’s moral “ought” than Jewish or Christian notions of messianism,
even on Benjamin’s idiosyncratic view. Given this idiosyncratic view,
Derrida makes the startling claim that:

what remains irreducible to any deconstruction, what remains as undecon-
structible as the possibility itself of deconstruction is, perhaps, a certain experi-
ence of the emancipatory promise; it is perhaps even the formality of a
structural messianism, a messianism without religion, even a messianism
without messianism, an idea of justice – which we distinguish from law or right
and even from human rights – and an idea of democracy – which we distin-
guish from its current concept and from its determined predicates today . . .13

I will address the implications of this passage in a moment, but first
some preliminary remarks. I cannot imagine Said objecting to Derrida’s
qualified endorsement of Marx. Who on the Left, after all, would dis-
agree with the notion that “one may still find inspiration in the ‘spirit’ of
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Marx – the spirit that reveals ‘the de facto take-over of international
authorities by powerful Nation-States, by concentrations of techno-
scientific capital, symbolic capital, and financial capital, of state capital
and private capital.’”14 Said no doubt would agree with the claim that
there is little reason to celebrate the “end of the great emancipatory dis-
courses,” given the innumerable sites of suffering, subjugation, starva-
tion, and extermination in the world. But he would pull out his hair and
gnash his teeth when Derrida supplements and displaces Marxism with
messianic eschatology, deconstruction-as-justice, which is what Derrida
does in the passage above and in many others. On Derrida’s view, decon-
struction is what was always most important and what is still living in
Marxism! Derrida provides the most brutally sophisticated evisceration
of Marx by an ostensibly sympathetic critic that I have read. He removes
from Marx’s corpse and corpus what is most important, the very heart
of his work – the idea of justice as humanly achievable, and replaces it
with a quasi-Levinasian, quasi-Benjaminian idea of revelation and mes-
sianic promise. This promise of justice is from another time and place,
beyond time and space, a future time that we cannot calculate, a space
that we cannot map. If the proponents of Jewish emancipation, against
whom Marx inveighed, confused civil emancipation with real emanci-
pation, then Derrida confuses justice with revelation. Justice is a political
project, not a messianic hope. This is what makes Marx’s appropriation
and repetition of Jewish and Christian notions of historical messianism
different and more significant than Derrida’s.

Derrida’s notion of justice as messianic eschatology and Foucault’s
notion of power, which I read as Original Sin, are dominant themes in
contemporary American theory. It is precisely otherworldliness of this
sort that is the object of Said’s critique – his critique, that is, of the return
of repressed religiosity, the religious seduction of the secular critic, and
the religious effects of culture. Said errs, however, to the extent that he
construes secularism as the other of religion. Secularism is incompre-
hensible without religion; it is often an aspect of religion and always a
product of a religious culture. There is no Marx without Judaism and
the complex reality of being a second-generation Christian convert in a
Jew-hating culture. There is no Nietzsche without Christianity, no
Antichrist without Christ. There is no Said, the secular critic, the
Palestinian Christian by birth, without the contending messianic escha-
tologies – Jewish, Christian, and Islamic – of which Derrida spoke. I
contend that religion makes Said’s project more comprehensible, espe-
cially his scattered but persistent reference to religion and secularism.
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This highlights the many meanings and complexities of secularism,
which Said never explicates. One can be religious and thoroughly
secular or secular and thoroughly religious. Secularism as secularization
means the political disestablishment of churches and other religious
institutions and traditions. Sometimes it refers to the critique of tradi-
tional religious belief. Thus those who regard witchcraft as a false belief,
or deny the existence of an immaterial essence called soul or spirit, or
dispute the biblical account of the Battle of Jericho in which the sun
stood still, are secular in this second respect. Said’s secular criticism
suffers from his failure to explicate the varieties of secularism. In turn,
his critique of religion as a cultural effect – a temptation for the secular
critic and a piece of repressed infantilism that threatens to “return” –
misfires when it takes religion as something that can be completed or ter-
minated. Pace Said and Marx, the criticism of religion, as far as we can
see, is interminable.
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Concluding remarks: religion, secularism,

and pragmatic naturalism

Art is the sole alternative to luck; and divorce from each other of
the meaning and value of instrumentalities and ends is the essence
of luck. The esoteric character of culture and the supernatural
quality of religion are both expressions of the divorce.

Fidelity to the nature to which we belong, as parts however weak,
demands that we cherish our desires and ideals til we have con-
verted them into intelligence, revised them in terms of ways and
means which nature makes possible. When we have used our
thought to its utmost and thrown into the moving unbalanced
balance of things our puny strength, we know that though the uni-
verse slay us still we may trust, for our lot is one with whatever is
good in existence. We know that such thought and effort is one con-
dition of the coming into existence of the better. As far as we are
concerned it is the only condition, for it alone is in our power.

( John Dewey, Experience and Nature, pp. , )

But human power is extremely limited, and is infinitely surpassed
by the power of external causes; we have not, therefore, an abso-
lute power of shaping to our use those things which are without us.
Nevertheless, we shall bear with an equal mind all that happens to
us in contravention to the claims of our own advantage, so long as
we are conscious, that we have done our duty, and that the power
which we possess is not sufficient to enable us to protect ourselves
completely; remembering that we are a part of universal nature,
and follow her order. If we have a clear and distinct understanding
of this, that part of our nature which is defined by intelligence, in
other words the better part of ourselves, will assuredly acquiesce in
what befalls us, and in such acquiescence will endeavour to persist.
For, in so far as we are intelligent beings, we cannot desire anything
save that which is necessary, nor yield absolute acquiescence to any-
thing save to that which is true: wherefore, in so far as we have a
right understanding of these things, the endeavour of the better
part of ourselves is in harmony with the order of nature as a whole.

(Benedict de Spinoza, On The Improvement of The Understanding, The Ethics,
Correspondence, The Ethics, Part , Appendix )





Throughout this study I have collaborated with Said’s invidious distinc-
tion between religion and secularism. I took this distinction as a rhetor-
ically effective, if not persuasive, way of criticizing various currents in
contemporary critical thought. But now it is time to bid farewell to Said,
to distinguish between him and me, to consider my personal stakes in
these matters, and show why the invidious distinction between religion
and secularism is besides the point of radical critique.

One spirit of radical critique is captured well by a proponent of the
French Revolution who reputedly looked forward to the day when the
last king was strangled with the entrails of the last priest. The arbitrary
and antidemocratic power of church and state is the object of this cri-
tique. It is a view for which, in my darker moments, I have some sym-
pathy. But closer to my considered view is a statement by Thomas
Jefferson, the most important representative of the American Enlighten-
ment: “It does me no injury for my neighbour to say that there are
twenty Gods or no God. It neither picks my pocket nor breaks my leg.”1

Except where it causes positive harm, religion is something that we can
benignly neglect. Where religion does cause harm, that harm is indistin-
guishable from injuries that occur in secular life. The object of radical
critique, therefore, is neither religion nor secularism but those things that
are common to both – dogmatism, illiberalism, scapegoating, arbitrary
power, antidemocratic authority, and the propensity to dissemble and
lie.

Stanley Cavell’s comments on the difference between Marx and
Emerson – their different accounts of the relations between religion
and cultural critique – help to illustrate the perspective that I call prag-
matic naturalism. Cavell is puzzled by Gershom Scholem’s blindness
and insight where Emerson and the lineaments of American philos-
ophy are concerned. Scholem shows great insight when he praises
Walt Whitman whose writings, like those of the cabbalists, speak to
both the private and the public individual. In their ability to produce
forms of obligation in both spheres and even to erase the boundaries
between the two, these writings overcome the divisions that character-
ize modern secular life. “Walt Whitman revealed in an utterly natura-
listic world what cabbalists and other mystics revealed in their world.”
Why, Cavell, wonders, is Scholem unable to “recognize Emerson be-
hind Whitman”? He is puzzled but not completely stumped. Scholem’s
reference to Romain Rolland’s2 condescending description of Emerson
as Whitman’s intellectual underlaborer provides the interpretive
opening that Cavell needs:
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In Rolland’s account, Emerson is unable to appear as a thinker with his own
relation to establish between philosophy and religion, call this his own continu-
ation of philosophy’s mission in the critique of religion. It is a mission, roughly
simultaneous with Marx’s claim that the philosophical critique of religion is
completed, that shows Marx’s claim to be premature. I assume this mission pro-
vides a reasonable ground for Nietzsche’s undying debt to Emerson. It also
seems to me precisely pertinent to Scholem’s central quarrel with Benjamin
over the relation of Marx and theology. Shall we think of Scholem’s passing up
of Emerson as an intellectual near miss?3

And what of Said? Shall we think of his passing up of Emerson, of
Emersonianism and pragmatic naturalism, as an intellectual near miss?
I think that we should. And I shall begin that argument by rewriting,
in an Emersonian vernacular, Marx’s first and eleventh “Theses on
Feuerbach”:

Thesis I. The chief defect of most notions of secularism – that of Said included
– is that secularism is conceived as other than religion as even the opposite of
religion. But secularism is not the other of religion; it is a particular way of not
being religious and an equally particular (if not peculiar) way of being religious.
Secularism, so conceived, is specifically available (perhaps exclusively available)
to those who have been exposed to liberal and Enlightenment ideas.

Thesis XI. The idea that one can be both religious and secular would never
occur to Said. That secularity could be the chief modality of some forms of rel-
igiosity would be equally incomprehensible. To construe religion and secular-
ism as opposites, as Said does, is to be blind to some of the most interesting ways
of being religious or secular. From an Emersonian-pragmatic naturalist per-
spective, about which I shall say more in a moment, religion and secularism are
an economy, an ongoing process of exchange. From this perspective, religion
and secularism must be thought about together rather than singly. It makes
more sense, therefore, to speak of religion-secularism. What is criticized as relig-
ious – dogmatic views, obscurantist language, uncritical forms of solidarity, and
violent dispositions – are often reproduced in what is praised as secular. These
nasty aspects of our common life are found, always and already, in the secular
world. The Emersonian-pragmatic naturalist, therefore, is not satisfied with the
notion of a return of repressed religiosity in secular form or the notion of relig-
ion as the inverted and fetishized appearance of the secular world. The lan-
guage of self-incurred immaturity and Enlightenment or decadence and health
doesn’t quite work either. Those things that we criticize as religious are simply
human-all-too-human. Thus our susceptibility to dogmatism, mystification,
and violent forms of solidarity is a mark of our finitude and fallibility, of our
status as homo sapiens, not Homo religiosi. For these things there are no deep phil-
osophical or theoretical solutions, only the art of politics. If the point of criti-
cism is to change the world, then the criticism of religion and secularism is an
indeterminate if not interminable critique.
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Pragmatic naturalism is a historically contingent strategy for coping
with finitude. That is the negative description. Positively speaking, it is
an awe-filled and grateful acceptance, in the face of tragedy, of our place
in the natural process.4 Pragmatic naturalism is post-Darwinian. To
invoke Darwin’s name is to conjure up a host of disagreeable ideas –
crude biologism, genetic arguments for the cognitive inferiority of black
people, social Darwinism, and so on. That much nonsense has been
written and continues to be written in Darwin’s name, and that he like
all epochal thinkers sometimes said stupid things,5 does not make
Darwinism nonsense. I chose an affirmative approach to Darwin, con-
centrating more on his insight, less on his stupidity. Thus Darwin’s views,
properly qualified, set the terms of my response – and ought to be our
response, as self-conscious and linguistically equipped mortal beings – to
natural finitude. These views trouble dualities such as nature/human
and human/machine. Humans and their machines are part of the
natural world. Machines/technology may be the being (even the species
being) of human beings, but we pragmatists think that Heidegger “ques-
tions technology” in a dark and one-sided way.

On our view, Homo sapiens are one more species, however complex,
doing the best it can, responding to the pressures of natural selection like
the amoeba or the coral reef. We mortals do our best within the orders,
disorders, and accidents of the natural process. Were we to ascribe inten-
tionality to that process, we would say that nature is indifferent to our
beliefs, desires, hopes, and fears. But strictly speaking such anthropo-
morphic language, while generally harmless, is a mischaracterization.
Nature, apart from our attributions, is not cold and indifferent. It just is.
To think otherwise is to anthropomorphize. On the other hand, if nature
has the quality of serendipity, it is only because we have the language to
imagine it so. There is no goal, destiny, or telos other than those we have
imagined. Our imaginative investments are often sublime, but they are
our investments. We should not imagine that some One else or some
Thing else is paying interest. Pragmatic naturalists do not think less of
these investments because they are ours, rather than God’s, Being’s, or
Nature’s. We are not disturbed by a cosmos forever mute, which is
indifferent (not hostile or sympathetic) to value and truth. We do not
begrudge the fact that we share a common fate with the amoeba,
although we can understand why animals such as us might be tempted.6

That our life cycle is only a complex variation on the simplest form of
animal life is a source of wonder and awe. Wonder, awe, dependence,
and gratitude come close to exhausting our religious affections; beyond
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these, we feel no desire to worship, which is not to say that this is not
another way of worshiping.

Pragmatic naturalists are skeptical (not dismissive) of every form of
panpsychism, including Charles S. Peirce’s “metaphysics of evolutionary
love,” William James’ radical empiricism, and Alfred North Whitehead’s
process thought, of every effort, that is, to supply the natural process with
subjectivity, with the qualities of mind, spirit, and intention. We are skep-
tical of naturalized forms of metaphysical humanism – that is, the
attempt to make human being ontologically unique, the view that
humans are something more than complex animals. Where panpsychics
find psychic, spiritual, mind-like relations throughout nature, the prag-
matists whom I commend find causal relations.7 What connects “man”
and amoeba is not mind, divine or otherwise, but relations of cause and
effect. And here, we are willing to admit, though not necessarily own, all
of the problems and paradoxes that constitute the very idea of cause and
effect.

My account of pragmatic naturalism is indebted to Henry Levinson.8

Levinson is a “Princeton pragmatist,” a group that includes Richard
Rorty, Jeffrey Stout, Cornel West, and Victor Anderson. He is the eccen-
tric in this group in that his views are deeply influenced by George
Santayana, who is absent from, or appears as an antagonist in, most
accounts of classical pragmatism. Levinson retrieves certain aspects of
Santayana’s work, especially his thoroughgoing naturalism, poetic
understanding of religious traditions, and festive or comic understand-
ing of criticism (that is, his Nietzsche-like abandonment of the spirit
of gravity). Along the way, he cast a wary eye toward Santayana’s
racism, patriarchal sensibilities, and imperial conception of democracy.
Levinson gives a pragmatic reading of the more troubling aspects of
Santayana work, reinterpreting where he can and discarding what he
must.

Levinson describes West as a member of the pragmatic naturalist club
(a club that includes Santayana, Dewey, and Rorty) but I wonder. West
strikes me more as an ambivalent fellow-traveler than as a stalwart party
member. His position, which presupposes a core-Christianity, “stripped
of static dogmas and decrepit doctrines,” reads as little more than a
Protestant liberal manifesto. I do not think that this is a ruthless and
overly aggressive reading. For if pragmatic naturalism is post-Darwinian,
then it is also post-Protestant. My doubts about West’s naturalistic “bona
fides” are inspired by the relative paucity of references to natural exis-
tence in his work. The relative frequency of statements that presupposes
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something beyond natural existence only enhances my suspicions. For
example, West has a great deal to say about the Hegelian side of his
philosophical hero John Dewey, but little to say about his Darwinian side.
Perhaps this explains why West is attracted to Kierkegaard, whose
peculiar but brilliant perspective has influenced several generations of
Protestant thinkers. Kierkegaard occupies a rather prominent place in
West’s religious thinking, which casts doubt on Levinson’s claim that he
is a pragmatic religious naturalist. What does it mean to describe him as
such in light of the following:

Like Kierkegaard, whose reflections on Christian faith were so profound yet
often so frustrating, I do not think it possible to put forward rational defenses of
one’s faith that verify its veracity or even persuade one’s critics. Yet it is possible
to convey to others the sense of deep emptiness and pervasive meaninglessness
one feels if one is not critically aligned with an enabling tradition. One risks not
logical inconsistency but actual insanity; the issue is not reason or irrationality
but life or death. Of course, the fundamental question remains whether the
Christian gospel is ultimately true. And, as a Christian prophetic pragmatist
whose focus is on coping with transient and provisional penultimate matters yet
whose hope goes beyond them, I reply in the affirmative, bank my all on it, yet
am willing to entertain the possibility in low moments that I may be deluded.9

West’s Dewey-inspired prophetic pragmatism is different from the
Santayana-inspired pragmatic naturalism that Levinson describes. On
Levinson’s account, religious traditions answer some questions and not
others. What questions people take their religious traditions to answer
has a lot to do with how they construct those traditions. Within a prag-
matic naturalist account, Kierkegaardian answers – however brilliant
and thought provoking – do not make any sense. They are answers to
questions that pragmatists do not find a compelling reason to ask. So
when West speaks of hope that goes beyond “transient and provisional
penultimate matters,” we are left scratching our heads. It is not clear to
us what it would mean, on a pragmatic naturalist account, to be that sort
of “desiring subject.”

With provisos I think that we can assimilate Kierkegaard with
Protestant liberalism. When we do so, some interesting similarities
become evident. Both are reactions to Enlightenment critiques of relig-
ion and to modern biblical criticism. Both Kierkegaard and liberals
concede crucial ground while placing the authentic kernel of the tradi-
tion – faith and subjective truth, for Kierkegaard, morality, for liberals –
beyond criticism. Protestant liberalism demythologizes, dumping over-
board anything that offends Enlightened reason, including the better
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part of its symbolic and imaginative riches. Kierkegaard (or at least his
pseudonymous personae) pursues a different strategy. He acknowledges
the force of Enlightened reason and historical consciousness by embrac-
ing Enlightenment judgments of Christianity’s fundamental absurdity.
Kierkegaard makes Christianity a strenuous quest (the most difficult
imaginable) suitable only for aristocrats of the spirit. On Kierkegaard’s
view, an irrational “leap of faith” sublates rational possibility as the very
definition of what it means to become a Christian.

The liberal option leaves pragmatic naturalists cold. We refuse to
“thin-out,” denude, or otherwise desiccate the imaginative, mythic, sym-
bolic, and liturgical richness of our respective religious traditions,
however eccentric, idiosyncratic, and heterodox our relations to those
traditions may be. Nor is there much that commends the fideism of
Kierkegaardians and postliberals.10 Thus we reject the stance of the spir-
itual aristocrat: the stance of a Kierkegaard or Nietzsche, for whom the
riches of the religious life are available only to the virtuoso, the knight of
faith, the “superman.” Pragmatic naturalists do not reduce religious tra-
ditions to morality or mistake them for alternative sciences or metaphys-
ical accounts of the really-real. Religious traditions may be “pathetic
fallacies.” They may have emerged, at least under one description, in
response to our hopes and fears, but it would be a mistake, a genetic
fallacy, to suggest that this explains what they do. As pragmatists, we
agree with William James; we do not confuse origins with consequences,
the roots of the tree with its fruits.11 That religious traditions are “trans-
parent fictions” is no objection, much in our lives are such fictions, which
does not make them any less valuable.

If religious traditions are not representations of the really-real, of the
way things really are, of the way things infallibly ought to be, perhaps
they are sublime products of the human imagination. On this post-
Protestant view, God is the greatest character (at least in some narratives)
ever imagined. Religious institutions (with all their faults) are among the
best schools of virtue conceivable. Fasting and prayer (despite the allure
of superstition) are among the most effective forms of spiritual discipline
ever invented. Will fasting and prayer help us to get what we want?12

Perhaps, but not because they produce the desired state of affairs. Not
because they solicit, seduce, coerce, or otherwise presuppose powers
greater than we mortal beings in our natural circumstances, as organ-
isms transacting with other organisms, body to body, idea to idea. Fasting
and prayer are best regarded as technologies of the self (in Dewey’s
rather than Foucault’s sense of the term), as experimental responses to
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problematic situations. Thus fasting and prayer may help us cope with
our finitude. They may help us cope with difficult circumstances until
help comes. More important, they may help us cope with the all-too-
human probability that help is not forthcoming. For some of us, fasting
and prayer are not useful technologies, but we do not begrudge those for
whom they are.

Pragmatic religious naturalism, unlike Protestant liberalism and
post-liberalism, “is imaginative, unrealistic, seriously playful, and symbolic.”13

Neither homeless nor nomadic, pragmatic naturalists are both in and
out of the tradition, the community, the religious institution. Our con-
ception of tradition is relational and dynamic. That which lies outside
the tradition – the other and the different – is essential to what we are.
This distinguishes us both from liberals and postliberals, from those who
presuppose the Enlightenment’s prejudice against prejudice and from
those who construct tradition as a windowless monad. Some would call
us postmodern, but we would gladly do without that description. We are
tired of the endless, often mindless, circling of the “post”; after a while,
it loses its novelty and ceases to amuse. We are tired of the pushing and
shoving as American intellectuals struggle, lemming-like, to get a whiff
of the latest poststructuralist–postmodernist flatulence. There are too
many “French-fried” American intellectuals for our tastes. That prag-
matic naturalists find fast food disagreeable, should not be confused with
their taste for fine French cuisine.

Closer to home, we are often amused by the theological literalism of
our fellow communicants, the insipid, infant formula, meatless quality of
their religious diet. During our worse moments, we pragmatic natural-
ists succumb to feelings of amused contempt. At our best, however, we
accept and even celebrate our differences and theirs. Still, we often
wonder rather wistfully, “Why cannot they be like us?” But we know that
being like us is not easy. It is an acquired taste. Unlike the spiritual aris-
tocrat, we are mindful of not reducing “authentic” spirituality or ver-
sions of the religious life to what we have achieved. We do not believe
that religious traditions are a ladder in the spiritual and intellectual
ascent of Homo sapiens that can easily be kicked away. However, ladders
are subject to all sorts of contingency. Sometimes they fall into disrepair
or collapse of their own weight. Or we may simply lose interest in going
where they might take us. As religious naturalists, we can only offer prag-
matic reasons why it might still be worth going there, why it would be a
good thing if religious traditions were conserved. What we cannot offer
is the kind of “true believer” commitment that may account for those
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traditions being built in the first place.14 If we face a dilemma as prag-
matic religious naturalists, and I am not convinced that we do, that
would be it. I think that it would be wrong, however, to view us as merely
parasites on the imaginative riches of the religious life. We pay our own
way through our attention to the tradition, our celebration and critical
elaboration. In this way, we make peace with those of our communicants
who have difficulty recognizing us as one of them, who are blind, so to
speak, to the religious features of our face.

Between the political life and the religious life: we believe that there is
an irremediable tension between the two, which is appropriately
described as a tension between the public and the private.15 The
public–private distinction, like gender, is trouble, irremediable trouble.
But some version of that distinction will always be drawn and redrawn.
That distinction, or one like it, is something that we cannot do without.
Drawing that distinction is a perennial and interminable activity. We
cannot get rid of the public–private distinction, despite its complicity
with gender hierarchy, any more than we can “the universal and the par-
ticular” or “the one and the many,” any more than we can affirm the
inviolability of our persons without appealing to bourgeois property
rights. This is true not because these ideas describe the way things really
are, but because they are intuitively persuasive ways of thinking, because
try as we might, we have not found better language, because though we
banish these ideas, they return. Our questions, therefore, should relate
to how the public–private distinction is drawn and under what condi-
tions it can be redrawn. From this perspective, the famous feminist
slogan “the personal is the political” is read as a call for redrawing rather
than abandoning the distinction. That, at any rate, is how it should be
read. If the watch words of public life are duty and responsibility, then
the religious life, at least in part, is an escape; it is a utopian space where
“irresponsibility” is embraced, honored, and celebrated, where duty and
responsibility are sublated by love. The religious life, like the heart, has
reasons of its own; thus seduction and love are better analogies for this
aspect of life than are duty and responsibility. We live religious lives not
because we ought to but because we cannot imagine living otherwise, less
because we fear, more because we love.

Here I return to Cornel West, for whom the religious life is sublated,
taken up, canceled, preserved, and transformed by democratic faith.
Democracy is realized Christian eschatology. It is what Christianity
would look like after pragmatic reconstruction. In this way, West satisfies
his desire to hold Christian commitments and radical democratic
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commitments as a single, comprehensive vision. I should say that there
is much here with which I sympathize. However, West downplays, too
much for my tastes, the irremediable tensions between public and
private life. I refer to the tension between those things that are legiti-
mately subject to majoritarian scrutiny and those things that enjoy a
countermajoritarian privilege, which trump if not silence the hectoring
claims of the majority. I refer to those things that are subject to the
prying eyes of others and those that enjoy an antivoyeuristic privilege,
the privilege of secrecy, of nondisclosure, of nonsubjection and noncon-
formity to public opinion.16

Here, perhaps, as elsewhere, West shares Dewey’s expansive view of
democracy as more than a political theory or form of government.17

According to Steven Rockefeller, Deweyan democracy was at once an
ethical ideal and the source of deep meanings of a psychological, social,
and religious sort. Democracy is a source of enchantment in a disen-
chanted world, a “sacred” canopy in a world without God. For Dewey,
God is a trope (that he used with circumspection, if not fear and trem-
bling) for human creative intelligence, for our ability to transform prob-
lematic situations into those that meet our morally mediated standards
of satisfaction. I must admit, however, that West’s Kierkegaardian God
is much more than this. Nevertheless, West shares much of Dewey’s
expansive view of democracy, where democratic norms would “govern
all human relationships and all institutions – the family, the school, and
factory as well as the town meeting and governor’s office.”18 Nowhere
are the ambitions of Deweyan democracy more clearly stated. In
modern secular culture, democracy sublates and, thus, transfigures
Christianity’s pastoral role.

If I have spoken of Levinson and West, it is not merely because I split
their differences, but refashion, hopefully in a more satisfying way, the
“problematic situation” as they variously describe it. I embrace the
broad outlines of Levinson’s account of the religious life and I commend
the political spirit of West’s prophetic pragmatism. I cannot help think-
ing, however, that were West to abandon his desire to hold justice and
the religious life in a single vision, he would no longer find himself
between a political rock and a religious hard place. He would no longer
feel the need to speak of an “Afro-American Revolutionary Christianity”
or a “prophetic pragmatism.” He would no longer have to vigorously
resist the view that religion is the opium of the people. West could stop
looking over his shoulder at Marx and others on the left who sneer at
religious life. He could take his religion “straight no chaser.” Indeed, he
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might rethink Marx’s classic statement and redescribe what it means to
call religion opium. Perhaps opium is not always a bad thing. Perhaps it
provides that serious levity or comic spirit that allows us to push aside
temporarily and forget momentarily desperate and irremediable cir-
cumstances. Surely the objection to opium cannot be that it anesthetizes:
that after all is what opium does. Religion (again, under a particular
description) is a pharmacopeia for pain that cannot be treated otherwise.
It becomes a problem only when it gets in the way of us getting what we
want, when it turns our attention away from more effective diagnostics
and therapeutics, when it does not allow us to forget what we cannot
master, when it tries to do what politics, medicine, or technology can do
better. On this interpretation, there is no reason why one cannot have
one’s Marx and one’s opium too. If Raymond Aron is correct when he
says that Marxism is the opium of the intellectuals, then perhaps we can
have our opium and our opium too. Perhaps opium comes in a variety
of flavors – Marxist, postmodernist, and the good old-fashioned relig-
ious kind – in which case we can choose our poison-cure.

What I have tried to say, as I put a period on this point, is that our pol-
itics and our religious views may hang together well but they do different
things. Once up on a time, we looked to religion for liberation. While
this concept still bears religious traces and, perhaps, always will, we now
look, or should look, to politics. Politics is where we turn when bad meta-
physics – God, Nature, and the Kingdom of Ends – fail. Politics is what
we can do, what our bodies can do, what thinking organisms encounter-
ing problematic situations can do. Thus, if art – invention, engineering,
creative intelligence – is the sole alternative to luck, then Marxism, or
something like it, something we have not yet imagined, will continue to
have its place. Let us call this place, which is nowhere – with its good and
its bad, and each the condition for the possibility of the other – utopia.
But even the best arts, the best utopia that we can imagine, run head-on
into the unmovable object of death and its various intimations called
dread, despair, disease, and defeat. Death and forgetfulness run faster,
further, and have more stamina than our most heroic efforts. And this is
where Kierkegaard’s perspective, when kept in proper perspective,
remains powerful. Spinoza, no doubt, is even more powerful when he
asserts that these (death and its intimations) are things about which free
men and women should think least.19 But these “sad passions,” about
which Spinoza warns us, on occasion must be thought. And how we
think about them is as important as the infrequency and short duration
of those thoughts.
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As there are aspects of the human condition that are beyond remedi-
ation, about which a body can do little, so shall there always be a place
(granted a small, narrow, and closely guarded place) for stoic resignation.
Clearly, I disagree with Nietzsche’s amor fati. We need not love our fate
to accept it without resentment. And I can find nothing in Spinoza,
Dewey’s great naturalistic precursor, that suggests that we should. Here,
I think, some commentators blur the differences between Spinoza and
Nietzsche.20 Thus, from a pragmatist perspective, there is something dis-
honest about Nietzschean affirmation when it purports to be something
more than the “flipside” of revenge. On this view, Nietzsche needs love
of fate to discipline his fear of death in the same way that his Socrates
needs reason to discipline his unruly erotic passions.21 If there is some-
thing “smelly” about Nietzschean-heroics, then there is something
refreshing and profoundly true about laughter. I refer not only to
nervous laughter or contemptuous laughter but to full-throated and
belly-shaking laughter: to that laughter that is a close cousin of life-pre-
serving forgetfulness. As there will always be things that can only be for-
gotten, we pragmatists count ourselves fortunate when we find a place
(and there is always a place) for comic relief. By comic relief, I mean the
ability to experience joy even when one knows that things are unlikely to
get better. That, it seems to us, is the “joyful wisdom” at its best.

I like to view myself as in solidarity with the party of the weak, the
poor, and the powerless. Nevertheless, I am often unsure about what
specific action this solidarity entails. (Although everything I know, my
every instinct, suggests that Marx will continue to be a better guide than
Nietzsche, who would gleefully push the weak, poor, and powerless over
the edge of a suicidal abyss, or retain them as the dull gray background
for the improvisations of his noble-higher-supermen, or reduce them to
pulling the plow of his slave-based political economy. This explains why
I am alternately amused by or contemptuous of many of my friends on
the so-called poststructuralist–postmodernist “left,” who “work them-
selves up into a lather” over Rorty’s relatively innocuous postmodern
bourgeois liberalism, while remaining sanguine toward the dangers of
Nietzsche’s virtual-fascism, with its exoteric–esoteric semiotics of
“masters and slaves,” “order of rank,” and “pathos of distance.”22) That
solidarity with those on the underside of the modern–postmodern
project has much to do with cultural politics, I do not doubt. Thus I have
a great deal of sympathy with “the new cultural politics of difference,”
but decidedly less sympathy when it degenerates, as it too often does, into
fratricidal silliness. Power may corrupt, but so does impotence. And
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there is a great deal of corruption on the academic left – from a gnostic
retreat on issues that affect the lives of ordinary people to irresponsibil-
ity, dogmatism, and careerism of the worse sort.

I am comfortable with self-descriptions (Marxist progeny all) such as
social democrat, democratic socialist, or radical democrat. But what
these terms mean – and whether they have a referent other than my own
sense of “high-mindedness,”23 my desire to be something other than a
reluctant bourgeois male,24 an academic at an elite university that is
financed by the largess of the ruling class – is an open question. This fear
of being merely a minstrel, vaudeville Marxist, or bourgeois in “social-
ist-face” is unavoidable in a time when Marxism has become a way of
reading texts or conjuring specters. If Marxism is too often a form of
nostalgia, then leftist commitment in non-Marxist sectors is too often a
form of academic posturing, a veritable fashion industry, where theoret-
ical fashions change as frequently and capriciously as those of the
Parisian garment industry. “Whither the left?” is a question that is
unavoidable when that venerable tradition called political radicalism,
which once involved personal and professional risk-taking, has become
a vehicle for self-promotion, self-aggrandizement, and even outright
cynicism. Why is radical politics too often merely a textual politics – a
little politics relegated to small, obscure journals, written for an audience
that is hyperliterate in a culture that is postliterate? This is as much a
question for me as for others. It is about these issues, to put a different
spin on Said’s words, that radical critics should be questioning each
other. But we shall not find answers so long as we imagine that religion
(apart from secularism) is the premise or the object of radical critique.
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Appendix A: Whose exodus, which interpretation?

The Said–Walzer dispute recalls an earlier dispute between Jean-Paul
Sartre and Albert Camus. These giants of twentieth-century French
letters disagreed about much – the Cold War, Algeria, and the nature of
political obligation. Their friendship eventually collapsed under the
weight of their disagreements. Sartre and Camus first met in the French
Resistance. Sartre, we might say, was a “fellow traveler,” Camus a deeply
engaged participant. In her widely influential and thoroughly pro-
Camus account, Germaine Brie describes them as:

anti-fascist, against the Franco forces in the Spanish civil war; and after Camus’s
short adherence to the Communist Party, non-communist left-wing men. They
were on the side of the Resistance against the policies of Vichy and both, in the
decolonialization period, were opposed to the repressive policies of the French
government with regard to the national liberation forces in its former territo-
ries.1

How, then, to account for their famous “break” in ? The short
answer is that philosophical differences latent in their relationship sur-
faced frequently and intensely, especially as regards Algeria. While
recent history has been kinder to Camus, I think that Sartre was right on
the question of national liberation. And I think that Conor Cruise
O’Brien provides the best account of their estrangement.2 On this
account, Sartre became increasingly critical of Cold War-inspired anti-
communism (only a month earlier, he had explicitly embraced the
Communist party in “The Communist and the Peace”), while Camus’
retreat from his early embrace of the Communist party accelerated. To
put this differently, Camus was well on his way to becoming a cold
warrior, who distinguished between good violence, such as the
Resistance, and bad violence, such as revolutionary, national liberation
movements. While Camus became the darling of Cold War liberals,
Sartre was staking out a middle position between Stalinism and
Gaullism. He was on his way to becoming a communist “fellow traveler”





(a term that I use without a sneer), who was critical of both Stalinism
and anticommunism. He rejected Camus’ enthusiastic embrace of Cold
War ideas, in which national liberation movements were construed as
pawns on the Soviet chessboard. Over time, Sartre’s early ambivalence
toward violence was replaced by a resolute belief in its necessity in
national liberation struggles. Meanwhile, Camus’ lack of qualms about
violence against the Nazi Occupation contrasted sharply with his oppo-
sition to the prophets of revolutionary, anticolonial violence in French
colonial territories, such as Frantz Fanon in Camus’ native Algeria.

The occasion for the break between Sartre and Camus was a harsh
review of Camus’ philosophical study The Rebel by a little-known writer
named Francis Jeanson. The essay appeared in Sartre’s journal Les Temps
Modernes and precipitated a bitter exchange of open letters between
Camus and Sartre. In simple terms, Camus accuses Sartre of toeing the
Marxist line and Sartre accuses Camus of intellectual treason. Both play
fast and loose with the other’s position. While their disagreement never
ceased being what it was from the beginning, over time it ramified into
a disagreement about Algeria. Should France stay or go? Sartre said that
France should leave Algeria and signed the “declaration on the right of
insubordination in the Algerian War, called the ‘manifesto of the .’”3

Camus, in contrast, said that the French should stay and maintain their
colonial strangle-hold, only not so tightly as to make the natives rebel-
lious. Said construes Sartre and Camus’ responses, respectively, as
secular and religious. In contrast, Walzer construes their responses as
exemplary of connected and detached forms of criticism, where the
former is good and the latter bad.

Said and Walzer’s disagreements about Sartre, Camus, and Algeria
are the subtext of their differences on the Palestinian question, which in
turn are the subtext of their dispute in the pages of the journal Grand
Street. The occasion for their public dispute, which took the form of a
review essay and an exchange of open letters, was the publication of
Walzer’s Exodus and Revolution. In Preliminary Remarks, I referred to the
broad outline of Walzer’s argument; here, I provide some details.
Walzer’s thesis holds that the Exodus story, when properly secularized,
provides a paradigm for revolutionary politics. As evidence of the
Exodus story’s paradigmatic status, Walzer cites the sermons of
Savonarola, “the pamphlets of the German peasants’ revolt,” John
Calvin and John Knox’s political tracts, “the radical contractualism” of
French Huguenots and Scottish Presbyterians, “the self-understandings
of the English Puritans,” the “errand into the wilderness” of the

Appendix A 



American Puritans, and the beliefs of Boer nationalists and black South
African nationalists. Said sneers at this list. What about the vast major-
ity of radical movements that make no reference to the Exodus story at
all? He is flabbergasted when Walzer claims that the Exodus story, in the
cases he cites, was central to their radical character (which Walzer attrib-
utes to the “this-worldly” character of the story), and when Walzer says
that the “Exodus is an account of deliverance or liberation expressed in
religious terms,” but also a secular, historical account.4 This claim is
important if Walzer is to succeed in what he wants to do, namely, to
deduce from the Exodus story a paradigm for revolutionary politics and
the lineaments of liberal consent theory, a human-centered account of
legitimate political authority.

Is the Exodus story revolutionary? That depends on what one means
by revolutionary. What we can say without reservation is that the
Hebrews were oppressed and, thus, were candidates for revolution.
Walzer implies that their oppression was even greater than chattel-
slavery, because it was absolutely arbitrary, and lacked ethical norms. I
think that this claim is exaggerated. Said certainly thinks so. He suggests
that Egyptian bondage was more akin to serfdom than to chattel-slavery.
I think that this claim, on the other hand, has the opposite defect; it mini-
mizes conditions that were, as far as the story goes, probably closer to
chattel-slavery than to serfdom. I think that Walzer is surely right when
he says that “Egyptian bondage is paradigmatic for abolitionist politics,”
but less right when he speaks of revolution. He rightly underscores the
psychology of the oppressed, the distinctive subjectivity formed under
oppressive circumstances. Oppression is both repulsive and attractive, its
“fleshpots” look and smell good. The “luxuries and sensual delights” of,
among other things, a meat-rich diet can easily tempt one to believe that
oppression is not so bad after all.5 To see and smell the fleshpots of
oppression sometimes seems preferable to the milk and honey of
freedom. This sort of slavishness is a consequence of oppression, and
was addressed, on Walzer’s interpretation, through the pedagogy of the
wilderness years.

The wilderness years are especially productive for Walzer. There he
states his view, derived from the historian Stanley Elkins, about the
“psychological effects of oppression.” There he tackles the thorny issue
of when deadly political violence is justified. There he distills a liberal,
social democratic theory of political consent from the Sinai covenant
and the golden calf episodes. Walzer claims that what most Hebrew
“slaves learned in Egypt was servitude and slavishness.” He uses Elkins’
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controversial thesis about American slavery to illuminate the Hebrew
experience of bondage. According to Elkins, slavery produces a slave
mentality: an abject, childish, irresponsible, Sambo figure, the slave
who panders to his master. Ironically, Elkins derived this notion from
studies of the Nazi holocaust, which, in turn, Walzer uses to illuminate
the conditions of the newly liberated Hebrew slaves. Walzer quickly
modifies this account with an alternative interpretation. He says that
conflict between the idealism of leaders and the materialism of follow-
ers, the present and the future, is common in political endeavors.
Therefore, the liberated Hebrews should not be seen as simply cower-
ing, slavishly before the difficulty of freedom, but as disagreeing with
their leaders about what liberation meant. To some degree, the
Hebrew slaves had learned slavishness. So the purpose of the wilderness
experience was to destroy their slave mentality. The negative conditions
for freedom (freedom from) had been provided when God liberated
them from Egyptian bondage. The positive conditions for freedom
(freedom to) was something that they had to do for themselves. The
spirit of slavishness had to be broken by collective effort and strong
leadership.6

Rather than construing the Abrahamic covenant as the beginning of
the story, which, according to Said, would require Walzer to acknowl-
edge Egypt as the prototype of the promised land, he takes the Egypt of
Hebrew bondage as his starting-point. Were I to speculate on Walzer’s
motives, they would have something to do with the kind of story that he
wants the Exodus to be – namely, linear and progressive. The sequence
of Egypt, wilderness, promised land satisfies that purpose. The sequence
that begins with the Abrahamic covenant, where the land of Canaan is
promised and that proceeds through Egyptian bondage and the wilder-
ness experience to the promised land episode, does not. This latter
sequence makes the Exodus story look like the “pagan,” cyclical
accounts of history from which he wants to distinguish it. He can then
explicitly suggest, and this is part of Said’s critique, how Western the
Exodus story is and how Oriental the “Canaanites” are. By making this
distinction, Walzer can assimilate the Exodus story, with some rough
edges no doubt, to liberal and social democratic political theory. In
another move of separation and distinction that is sometimes taken to
characterize Western modernity, Walzer can also construe the Exodus
story as moral rather than cosmological. That is to say, the Exodus story
is about the creation of moral subjects in a recognizably liberal,
Kantian sense.7 Whether Walzer’s starting-point and his distinctions are
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persuasive or not is a question that I leave open, but, for Said, the matter
is closed and settled.

For Walzer, matters are not closed or settled. And so, on his account,
the education of this protoliberal and proto-Kantian moral subject
begins in the wilderness. The high (or low) moment in the “reeducation”
of the liberated Hebrews was the golden calf episode. The “new school
of the soul,” as Walzer calls the wilderness, was hard. People began to
murmur, to remember how well they had it in Egypt or, nostalgically, to
misremember how things really were. Briefly, the Hebrews, in Moses’
absence and with Aaron and Miriam’s approval, constructed a gold calf,
a visible god to assuage their fears and anxieties in the face of freedom
and the Invisible. Upon his return from Sinai, Moses was outraged,
determined who the guilty parties were, and subjected them to summary
and gruesome execution. The “counter revolutionaries,” on Walzer’s
reading, were purged; the murmuring was stopped; the “red terror,” as
Lincoln Steffens would have it, had succeeded; the revolution was saved.
The golden calf episode is especially thorny for Walzer, a self-described
man of the left, a social democrat, who is decidedly anti-Leninist. What
to do? What Walzer attempts to do is to show how a social democratic
reading of the golden calf episode is possible, without denying the merits
of a Leninist reading à la Lincoln Steffens. Said is hardly persuaded by
Walzer’s social democratic reading. And things do not get any better
when Walzer “deemphasizes the story of the golden calf,” while high-
lighting Moses’ role as the people’s pedagogue and advocate before God.
Walzer does not dismiss Steffens’ conclusion about the political lesson of
the Exodus (“The grown-ups must die”) so much as offer other texts that
suggest that the moral of the story is pedagogy rather than “purgegogy.”
Walzer accomplishes this in part by supplementing if not expunging
Elkins’ notion of the “slave mentality.” The Hebrew slaves were not
merely slavish, but “stiff-necked” too. What is traditionally read as slav-
ishness, as “the Egypt in them,” should be read as the irascible spirit of
a free, ordinary, and democratic people.8

Democratic relations are covenant relations, that is, they entail
promise-making and promise-keeping, common deliberation, conclu-
sions, judgments, and forms of accountability. The Sinai covenant is
Walzer’s model for the radical, social democratic account that he wants
to give of the Exodus story. A people in bondage is cast by an act of God
into the state of nature (the condition of natural liberty devised by liberal
political theorists), where they make a covenant with God and with each
other. To his credit, Walzer acknowledges a difficulty: natural liberty is
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not really natural; there are always relations, hierarchies, and norms. But
then he smooths over this difficulty when he writes that, despite its lack
of sociological plausibility, the account of natural liberty, where every-
one freely accepts the covenant, makes moral sense. This is not a case,
he says, of elders speaking for the people, husbands for wives, men for
women. He cites a Midrash to support his case, but his citation of
Deuteronomy  does not persuade me.9 This citation does not over-
come the problems associated with his effort to derive from the Exodus
story the antecedents, if not the actuality, of liberal consent theory.

For Said, the conquest of the land of Canaan vitiates the entire story
and precludes any democratic reading. My conclusions are similar to
Said’s. So I shall present them here, out of order, and in the middle of
Walzer’s interpretation of the Exodus story and Said’s critique, before
resuming Walzer’s narrative and Said’s counternarrative.

I agree with Said – the legacy of the Exodus story is far more com-
plicated and problematic than Walzer’s reading would allow. I also agree
with Jonathan Boyarin who says that the story is more complicated than
either Walzer or Said’s readings will allow.10 To be sure, Walzer
acknowledges the selective nature of his reading, as every reading is
selective, as every interpretation highlights certain themes and excludes
others, and is adequate or inadequate relative to certain purposes. But,
if the purpose of Exodus and Revolution is to affirm and encourage the rev-
olutionary politics made possible by the Exodus story, then those parts
of the story (for example, the conquest of the land of Canaan) that
vitiate its revolutionary potential must be exposed and criticized. Those
who would argue for its revolutionary significance must meet a high
standard of proof. Walzer does not meet that standard when he distin-
guishes between Leninist and social democratic, messianic and revolu-
tionary readings of the Exodus story. Still, he attempts to confirm these
distinctions in his account of the promised land episode and in his con-
cluding remarks on Exodus politics. He speaks of the entanglement of
Exodus politics and political messianism in Zionist thought, which is no
doubt true. It is also true that messianism and “revolutionary politics”
are integrally connected in the Exodus story itself. Exodus politics is this
connection. Messianism and revolution are, to use a biblical metaphor,
like wheat and weeds. Kill the weed and you kill the wheat also; their
roots are intertwined. It is hard to tell the two apart, so familiar and
familial is their likeness. Thus the Exodus is an inspiring story about the
potential for progressive politics. But it is also a depressing story about
a progressivism that was aborted, which miscarried and continues to
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miscarry in the triumphal politics of divinely sanctioned war and mass
killing.

Walzer does not endorse these conclusions. Nor, perhaps, would Said
and Boyarin endorse them completely, but their reasons no doubt would
be different. That Walzer does not accept these conclusions is evident in
a chapter that he devotes to the promised land episode, where, as he
dryly observes, the strength of the Exodus story is its beginning not its
end. Thus he speaks less of an aborted revolution than of a revolution
grown old and conservative, where memories of what God has done
(Walzer would prefer to say what the people themselves have done) have
dimmed amid the abundance of milk and honey. Said sees things very
differently. He speaks of genocide as the founding act of the emergent
kingdom of Israel. These starkly differing perspectives, especially given
their roles as proxies for contemporary Israeli–Palestinian relations,
could not help but lead to a bitter dispute.

Walzer accents the twofold character of the Sinai promise: God
would lead the children of Israel to “a land flowing with milk and
honey,” and he would be their God and they would be his holy nation.
Walzer’s insights are striking as he replays the issue of split conscious-
ness – the materialism of the people, who emphasize the first part of the
promise, versus the idealism of the leaders, who emphasize the second
part. Again, he cites the Leninist reading of Exodus, where the first
promise appeals to the trade-union mentality of the masses, and the
second promise to the socialist aspirations of the vanguard. Walzer ques-
tions the distinction between materialism and idealism, not so much for
what it affirms but for what it denies: that there is “an idealism, a spiri-
tuality, a high theory of milk and honey.” Against this view, Walzer the-
orizes the materialism of common people, proclaiming an integral
connection between material plenitude and the absence of oppression.
Milk and honey are the materiality of justice and freedom, justice and
freedom are the ideality of milk and honey.

Walzer develops his position in “Albert Camus and the Algerian War,”
where he responds to Camus’ critics, specifically those who impugned
Camus’ character because of his solidarity with the pied noir, the commu-
nity of French settler-colonials. Walzer characterizes the differences
between Camus and his opponents as the difference between a well-
justified moral ambivalence and ideological rigidity. Unlike his oppo-
nents, Camus can see the many shades of gray. “Before taking a stand
one must find a standpoint. Where? Too close, say Camus’ opponents,
and one becomes an apologist; too far, Camus responds, and one
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becomes a terrorist.”11 This is a fine formulation. But does not Walzer
“gild the lily” here? For surely Camus’ opponents would rejoin: stand too
close and one becomes an apologist for state sponsored colonial terror.
Apologist and terrorist are adjectival nouns that work best when they are
further modified. The absence of such modification is important
because what Camus’ opponents, Fanon for example, object to are apol-
ogists for French colonial terror. Pace Walzer, the choice is not between
the ordinary vice of apologetics and the extraordinary vice of terrorism,
but the historical specificity and moral perspectivism of what he
describes as apologetics and terrorism. The central issue is not critical
distance, connectedness or detachment, but the moral quality of that
distance. Camus’ opponents, that is to say, do not criticize him because
he loved his mother, but for what he took that love to mean and for the
conclusions that he drew. I think that Walzer is right when he highlights
what Camus understood as an antinomy between love and justice, his
mother and Algerian liberation. And I am sympathetic to his sympa-
thetic reading of Camus’ position, where justice without love is injustice.
But does not this let Camus off too easily? Were there no options
between retrenchment against Algerian liberation forces and the anni-
hilation of the pied noir? What about exile? Wasn’t the pied noir commu-
nity a classic example of a minority that, as Walzer has argued elsewhere
(see Appendix B), should be helped to leave?

I do not want to suggest that Walzer ignores these questions. He
acknowledges the last point, tentatively and subjunctively. Perhaps the
exile of the pied noir community was not the moral equivalent of geno-
cide. Perhaps exile was a better option than continued colonial domina-
tion. Perhaps French violence made it impossible, politically and
morally, for the pied noir to remain in Algeria. Would not victory by the
FLN (The Algerian National Liberation Front) make their stay impos-
sible anyway? Said takes Walzer’s tentative and subjunctive mood as a
mask for disingenuousness. Is Walzer serious? one can imagine him
asking. Did it never occur to him that the apocalypse that he associates
with an FLN victory would be the consequence of  years of French
colonial violence? He does not consider that question, but does consider
the question “Should Camus ‘have broken his silence and told his people
that the struggle was over, that they had to leave?’” His answer is maybe.
But then again, maybe not. Perhaps that is too much to ask of a writer,
of someone like Camus. Walzer’s Camus is a connected critic who
refuses to abandon his commitments when things “go bad.” Solidarity is
his first principle. And Walzer can hardly imagine a circumstance that
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would demand that a specific form of solidarity be broken. Thus he con-
strues the act of breaking solidarity, prototypically, with abandoning
one’s mother to terrorists.12

Walzer makes things easy on himself, but at the price of a weak argu-
ment, when he writes that the detached critic sides with the oppressed
for abstract universal reasons, being blind to particular men and women.
The detached critic that he constructs is a straw man. There is no abso-
lute or necessary opposition between universality and particularity as
Walzer supposes. The specificity of particular cases of oppression may
lead one to make general claims (claims that mediate between the uni-
versal and the particular) about those things to which persons as persons
are entitled. In any event, Walzer’s alternatives of connection versus
detachment – defined as an absolute, outside, ideal point of view – is
phony. But Walzer is determined to make things easy for himself. So,
without the least bit of charity or qualification and with no sense of
irony, he takes Sartre and de Beauvoir’s rhetoric of disgust, which was
provoked by what they took as the moral and political myopia of the
French people, as the evocation of an outside, abstract, and detached
point of view. With evident distaste, Walzer cites de Beauvoir’s disgust at
the celebration of Charles de Gaulle’s re-election in : “‘All those
people in the streets . . . they were all murderers. Myself as well. “I’m
French.” The words scalded my throat like an admission of hideous
deformity.’ But it is not her own deformity that de Beauvoir is describing
in these passages.”13 But as de Beauvoir, speaking for herself and Sartre,
might rejoin “ ‘I am French.’ The words scalded my throat . . . because
I am French.” Pace Walzer, de Beauvoir is doing what all great critics do,
especially when they are part of the privileged class; she speaks not from
the outside, as a stranger, but as a marginal insider, who sees what others
do not want to see. It is precisely because she and Sartre are not strang-
ers and cannot easily abandon their French ties of loyalty that they expe-
rience disgust at the policies of their government and at the behavior of
their fellow citizens.

Walzer, apparently, never entertains this thought. Thus he portrays
Camus as the archetypical connected critic – a critic, as Said would have
it, who puts solidarity with ethnicity, race, or nation before criticism. A
connected critic is committed to a particular community, and this soli-
darity colors (and is the first moral principle of) her critique. Camus is a
connected critic, Sartre a detached critic. Sartre and Simone de
Beauvoir’s expressed contempt for the French people, on Walzer’s view,
is an example of detachment. Walzer’s point, and he uses de Beauvoir
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to illustrate a position that Sartre shares, is how distant, abstract, and
easy this perspective is. There are no hard choices because the very thing
that makes choices hard such as solidarity, a genuine commitment to a
particular people, is cast off so casually. When the self is disencumbered
of its traditional and sentimental connections of family and nation, then
moral concepts of a thin, abstract–universal character are the result. But
concepts without the precepts of traditional connections are morally
empty. Are precepts without concepts morally blind? Walzer does not
say. But he does think that Sartre is morally blind. Thus Sartre was a
likely “candidate for ideological discipline” because there were no moral
sentiments to restrain and discipline his abstract principles. In a back-
handed gesture of generosity, Walzer notes that Sartre avoided the dis-
cipline of the Communist party, even though his critical faculties were
otherwise in ideological “deep freeze.” It is to Sartre and de Beauvoir’s
credit, Walzer argues, “that party hacks, whose alignment was really
unconditioned, always thought them to be petty-bourgeois intellectu-
als.” The case of the Algerian War, however, is different. There, Sartre
is at his abstract, disencumbered worst, detaching himself from the
French people, giving aid and comfort to her enemies, supporting,
without dissent, the Algerian National Liberation Front. Sartre was not
a terrorist setting off bombs, but his detachment robbed him of the
moral vision necessary to condemn what he saw, to even see it as some-
thing worthy of condemnation.14

In contrast to Sartre, detachment was not a problem for Camus, who
committed himself to the survival of the pied noir community even as he
condemned the excesses of colonial domination. Walzer presents a com-
pelling portrait of Camus as a Solomon-like figure, weighing the pros
and cons of two claimants, holding the extremes at bay, while privileg-
ing in a morally commendable way the claims of his own community.
Camus advocated a negotiated peace, which would preserve the inter-
ests of the pied noir community as symbolized by his mother. I think that
Walzer’s argument becomes especially strained at this point, which has
a lot to do with the role of Camus and the pied noir as proxies for his
engagement with the “question of Palestine.” This strain, which Said
recognizes, is especially evident when Walzer draws a moral equivalence
between the Algerian nationalists’ desire for independence and the
desire of the settler-colonial pied noir to retain its status in Algeria. Walzer
construes the Algerian national liberation movement as the annihilation
(let us be explicit here, the genocide) of the pied noir which was struggling
for its very survival. Thus he commends Camus’ refusal to choose
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between the equally disastrous alternatives of colonial “repression” and
revolutionary “violence.” And he wonders why partition, a two-state
solution, never occurred to Camus. It makes perfect sense to him, given
the “fact” that there were two nations in question – the indigenous
Algerians and the pied noir.15

The Algerian situation is clearly a proxy for Palestine and the State of
Israel – for both Walzer and Said. But Said rejects Walzer’s assumption
that critical distance and intimacy with one’s people are mutually exclu-
sive. But what if they are? Might not intimacy with one’s people “be less
valuable an achievement,” under certain circumstances, than risking iso-
lation, as Sartre did, for condemning the evil that intimacy under-
writes?16 Walzer defends his portrait of Camus as an intellectual who,
under difficult circumstances, did not toe the official party-line, while
depicting Said as toeing the official Palestinian line, without a murmur
of dissent, in the face of Palestinian terror.

To Walzer’s characterization, Said rejoins:

He’s even less accurate when he tries to characterize my position within the
Palestinian community. They’re in trouble, he says correctly, and then makes
the, for him, habitual mistake of connecting Palestinian trouble with the trouble
of Camus’ people, the French colons of Algeria. There it is, in all of its charac-
teristic idiocy, Walzer’s inability to mark the difference between a dispossessed,
tragically victimized nation of Palestinian Arabs on the one hand, and on the
other hand, the French settlers who for one hundred thirty years battened them-
selves by force on an overseas possession whose natives were abused, exploited,
repressed until those natives rose up and sacrificed one million dead in the
process of liberating themselves from French settlers. So infected is Walzer with
blind loyalty to Israel that he sees replicas of Jewish settlers in Palestine every-
where he looks, and fails to see their victims!17

“Michael Walzer,” according to Said, “makes Camus an exemplary
intellectual, precisely because he was anguished and wavered and
opposed terrorism and loved his mother.” But Said will have none of
this; Camus, to his discredit, is no Sartre. His novels, though canonical,
are not anguished reflections on the human condition, but cultural inter-
ventions in “the contest between Algerian nationalism and French colo-
nialism” (CAI , , ). Camus is to the Algerian liberation struggle
what Walzer is to the Palestinian struggle for national liberation – a
smooth-talking apologist for settler-colonialism. Thus Said’s stinging
review of Walzer’s Exodus and Revolution. Thus his bitter exchange of
letters with Walzer. Thus his determination to play Sartre to Walzer’s
Camus.
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Appendix B: an exchange of letters between Michael

Walzer and Edward Said
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To the editor:



People don’t always get the political enemies they want. Edward Said
seems particularly unsatisfied in this respect, and so he has set out to
make up his enemies to suit himself (“Walzer’s Exodus and Revolution: A
Canaanite Reading,” Grand Street, Winter ). His materials are my
own books and articles, everything I have written, in fact, since the
watershed year of . I am willing enough to play the part that Said
assigns me, but I am not willing to play it according to his script – even
if the script is put together out of bits and pieces of my own sentences.
I prefer my sentences whole; my politics too. The enemy Said wants is
the precise opposite of the self he would like to be: as he is in his mind’s
eye cool, detached, skeptical, alienated, secular, and universalistic, the
very model of a modern intellectual, so I am to be warm, sentimental,
mystical, complacent, religious, and parochial, a case study in the
treason of the intellectuals. But I won’t play.

Rereading Said’s The Question of Palestine, I am inclined to think that
he is his own best enemy: he doesn’t need me. But I do make it possible
for him to recognize a problem, even if he can’t acknowledge that it’s his
problem too. The effort to maintain some degree of commitment to a
group of people and some degree of independence from that same
group continually runs into difficulties. The same could be said, of
course, about love for individual men and women; that’s not an argu-
ment against love, nor against commitment. But it is important to be





able to talk about the difficulties. Said obviously can’t do that in his own
case, and he can’t do anything more than caricature mine. Even so, he
raises hard questions, even touches some sore places. So I will try to
engage his arguments – whenever I can find them beneath the bad faith
of his polemical attack. But first, I’m afraid, I have to respond to the
attack. Just for the record, I have to set the record straight.

 

A word first about methods: how does one go about constructing a por-
trait of the enemy one would like to have? I will take a small but
entirely representative example of Said’s approach. “In ,” he writes,
“[Walzer] argued that in every state there will be groups ‘marginal to the
nation’ which should be ‘helped to leave.’” He goes on to say that this
discussion “coolly anticipates by a decade Kahane’s bloody cries of
“They must go,’” and so provides evidence for my parochial nationalism
and triumphalism, the extent to which I have forgotten the “Canaanites”
of the world. The reference here is to an essay that I published in Dissent
(Summer ) on “Nationalism, Internationalism, and the Jews.” This
is the most substantial piece I’ve ever written on the national question,
and so the example, if small, isn’t trivial. I will have to quote from my
own essay at some length so as to set out my argument and place the two
phrases (italicized below) out of which Said makes up the argument he
would have liked me to make.

The immediate issue is this: “National liberation is threatening to all
those minority groups who find themselves trapped within the boundar-
ies of a new nation-state, face to face with a community mobilized for
action, eager to affirm its collective identity.” Because of such groups, I
wrote, “it is not enough to call for the independence of this or that
oppressed nation, though that is surely the right thing to do. One’s polit-
ical virtue is always tested by the nation that comes next. Each act of lib-
eration makes the next more necessary, if crime and cruelty are to be
avoided . . . The freedom of Iraq, then, requires the freedom of
Kurdistan; the freedom of Nigeria, Biafra; the freedom of Pakistan,
Bengal. Similarly, the freedom of Israel requires that of Palestine; and
conversely, for those leftists already committed to Palestinian liberation,
Palestine requires Israel.”

So it is necessary to draw new lines on the map: “Here is the maxim
of a chastened humanism: good borders make good neighbors. And a
good border, in a time of growing national antagonisms, is a line so
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drawn that different people are on different sides. I don’t want to pretend
that this is very much more than a minimal moral position. There is, in
fact, no acceptable way of getting everyone on the right side of the line.”
It follows, then, that “having established boundaries, it remains to fight
for minority rights, equal protection, and all the liberal safeguards within
them, and then for economic and political cooperation across them.”

But honesty and realism require something more than this, for “what-
ever we do, nation building in new states is sure to be rough on groups
marginal to the nation (and too small and scattered to secede from the
nation) – those archetypal aliens of the third world, for example, Jews,
Levantines, Indians, and Chinese, or settlers like the French of Algeria.
For them, very often, the roughness can only be smoothed a little; it
cannot be avoided. And sometimes, it can only be smoothed by helping
people to leave who have to leave, like the Indians of Kenya and Tanzania,
the colons of North Africa, the Jews of the Arab world. No doubt this is
a defeat for socialist internationalism, as it is for ordinary liberalism, but
the refusal to help only leads to a worse defeat.”

That was my argument and still is: I was a defender of the partition
of old Palestine before , and after, and still am. Helping people to
leave is something I defend only as a last resort, the sad aftermath of,
never a replacement for, national liberation. Said doesn’t make any
serious effort to report this argument. Is he interpreting it? Not unless
interpretation is an activity entirely distinct from reading, even
Canaanite reading. No; using the italicized phrases, he constructs an
argument radically at odds with what I wrote. What else can he do, since
what I wrote doesn’t fit the model of the enemy he would like to have?
I call this the method of hostile invention.1

Said’s second method is perverse attribution: he repeatedly credits me
with the opinions I oppose – as if he can’t believe, given my intellectual
treason, that I really oppose them. Since I can’t oppose them without
repeating them, the necessary quotations are always available. So, when
he says that in Exodus and Revolution, I bestow “redemption” on “Exodus
insiders” and elevate them to “the status of divinely inspired moral
agents,” readers who don’t know the book will hardly guess (unless they
know Said) that its central purpose is to oppose redemptive and mes-
sianic and divinely inspired politics. There is, of course, a sense in which
the Israelites are redeemed: they are brought out of slavery – that is the
word’s original meaning. I try to work out a reading of the story accord-
ing to which that is the only sense in which they are redeemed. I don’t
pretend, however, that this is the only possible reading of the text; it
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certainly isn’t, among religious Jews or Christians, the dominant one. It
is an alternative, though not an idiosyncratic, reading, used in the past,
and intended by me, to draw out of the tradition some ideas and argu-
ments that support a limited and this-worldly politics. Said may think
this a worthless or hopeless enterprise; he ought nevertheless to acknowl-
edge what the enterprise is.2 But he insists on pretending that I have
adopted a politics that “relies upon God” and that anticipates “triumphs
in the extra-historical world.” A bad joke – since those political militants
who do rely upon God and anticipate such triumphs think that I have
written an evil and dangerous book.

Another example: Said begins by arguing that I don’t acknowledge
the full significance of the conquest of Canaan. I avoid the implications
of the fact that the Canaanites are “explicitly excluded from the world
of moral concern.” The quoted sentence is indeed my own, and it
reports accurately the meaning of the Biblical text. By the end of his
review, Said attributes this meaning to me – a bit ambiguously: I either
believe it myself or I am sympathetic to those who do. In fact, I am the
political opponent of those who do, as he certainly knows. In the book I
try to show how later rabbinic interpreters of the text contrived (with
ingenious and implausible arguments) to readmit the “Canaanites” to
the world of moral concern, and I attack contemporary fundamental-
ists who would exclude them again. I don’t “upbraid” these contempo-
raries “for being too fundamentalist” (as if there is a right way of taking
the text literally as a guide for action) – of course, the fundamentalists
read the text correctly. The question is whether it is the text, which
reflects the earliest form of Israelite religion, or the later interpretive tra-
dition, which gives shape to what we now call Judaism, that is most to be
trusted and defended. That’s not, obviously, a question for Edward Said;
nor should it be. It is part of my disagreement with other Jews. I only ask
that he acknowledge the disagreement. But, again, he can’t do that; he
insists that his enemies, all of them, are avowed or unavowed fundamen-
talists, intent on removing the Canaanites/Palestinians from the sacred
soil. For Jewish supporters of Israel, there is only one politics, and we
cannot design it for ourselves; Said designs it for us in the image of his
rage.

  

There is a more serious point here, which Said might have made more
effectively without denying me my own political position. Perhaps I am
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not sufficiently alert to the dangers of Exodus politics; perhaps I don’t
stress enough the “triumphalist” character of the Biblical story; perhaps
I don’t acknowledge the presumption and cruelty of men and women
who think that God is on their side. Perhaps. Curiously, charges very
much like this have been directed against Said’s Orientalism by leftist and
secularist critics in the Arab world (see Emmanuel Sivan, “Edward Said
and His Arab Reviewers,” the Jerusalem Quarterly, Spring ). They
argue that Said radically underestimates the significance and the
dangers of religious belief in contemporary Arab politics and in the
Islamic world generally. (His early support for the Ayatollah Khomeini
suggests that they may be right.) Now he has taken that criticism and
passed it along to me. I’m not grateful. It was, after all, tailored for him.
For he has made no effort to engage the religious fervor of contempo-
rary Muslim Arabs, while Exodus and Revolution is at least an effort at
engagement with the religious fervor of contemporary Jews.

But maybe the only appropriate engagement is absolute opposition, a
rejection not only of fundamentalism but of the entire religious tradi-
tion. As a member of the Palestinian Christian minority, face to face with
an increasingly militant Islam, that is a natural, perhaps an unavoidable,
course for Said – though I don’t know that he has ever urged it publicly
upon his Muslim comrades in the PLO. But it isn’t a natural cause for
me because of the way in which Judaism intersects with and partly deter-
mines the culture of the Jews. The religious tradition is a battleground,
and since I am concerned about the outcome, it makes sense to join the
battle. Saying that is utterly different from saying, as Said does again and
again in his books and in his review of my book, that Zionism was “pri-
marily” a religious movement. It was, as every student of its history
knows, primarily nonreligious and often, among its leftist cadres, fiercely
antireligious. But it did create a Jewish state, in which the historic texts
of the Jews have become the objects of interpretation and debate –
exactly as the historic texts of the Arabs are in every Arab state.

The battle over the Jewish tradition is my battle; in that sense I am a
parochial intellectual. But it is also a battle: it doesn’t involve, as Said
charges, “just going along with one’s own people for the sake of loyalty
and ‘connectedness.’” Said must be writing here with a guilty con-
science, remembering his own book on Palestine, whose first chapter
ends on this melodramatic note: “In other words, my aim here will be to
open the discussion of the question of Palestine to a much-denied,
much-suppressed reality – that of the Palestinian Arabs, of whom I
myself am one.” The rest of the book is an example of how one can,
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even with skill and passion, just go along with one’s own people. Said is
critical of everyone else in the world, but not of the PLO and its core
leaders, “chief among them Yasir Arafat, a much-misunderstood and
maligned political personality.” Said knows his people are in trouble, and
for the sake of loyalty and connectedness, he toes the official line.

It is not this sort of behavior that I set out to recommend in my essay
on Camus (Dissent, Fall ) and my defense of the “connected critic.”
A connected critic is a critic; the adjective modifies, it doesn’t abolish, the
noun. Camus is a useful example, since his people, the Algerian French,
were really in trouble, and yet he didn’t toe the line. We have “the right
and duty,” he wrote in , “to state that military combat and repression
have, on our side, taken on aspects that we cannot accept. Reprisals
against civilian populations and the use of torture are crimes in which we
are all involved. The fact that such things can take place among us is a
humiliation we must henceforth face . . . The moment [such methods]
are justified, even indirectly, there are no more rules or values; all causes
are equally good, and war without aims or laws sanctions the triumph of
nihilism.” Camus’ language is a bit stiff, and his argument not as sharply
political as I would like. Still, I have searched for a similarly clear-cut
statement on terrorism in Said’s Palestine, and the best I could find was this
equivocal sentence, which comes in the middle of a paragraph of apol-
ogetics: “Stripped of its context, an act of Palestinian desperation looks
like wanton murder – as in fact, I have thought, many acts of individual
adventure (highjacking, kidnapping, and the like) were acts of unbal-
anced, finally immoral, and useless destruction.” The next sentence, pre-
dictably enough, begins with “But . . .” I’ll begin the same way: But what
about all those acts of terrorism, by far the larger number, that weren’t
“individual adventures” but parts of the systematic strategy of the PLO?
About these, Said has nothing to say; he pretends that there has never
been such a strategy. Who is guilty here of “lamentable waffling”?

So connection has its dangers; they can be illustrated out of Camus’
career (or mine, for that matter) as well as out of Said’s. But, as he must
know, there are times when connection, for all its dangers, is morally nec-
essary. The real question, then, is how one works out the connection. No,
says Said, the real question is, to whom is one connected? The only
morally safe course is to be one of the “Canaanites” – as if oppression
always made for virtue. “If Jews were still stateless, and being held in
ghettoes,” writes Said, “I do not believe that Walzer would take the posi-
tion he has been taking.” Again, he may be right, though I don’t see any-
thing I would want to change in the argument about nationalism that I
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made in  and quoted extensively above. I had not forgotten the long
statelessness of the Jews when I wrote those lines; nor do I wish stateless-
ness upon anyone else, now that the Jews have a state of their own. I can,
however, pose a harder question to myself: suppose that the Jews were
still stateless and the Zionist movement was led by men like Arafat,
Habash, and Abu Musa, and committed to policies like those of the
PLO. Would I be able to sustain a posture of internal criticism? I don’t
know; I don’t feel all that confident of my virtue in such a case, and so
on this score I am not disposed to be too critical of Edward Said. When
national liberation is represented by a figure in a stocking mask, what
can nationalist intellectuals say? Even the oppressed need their critics,
but the role is a difficult and painful one. It is much easier to blame every-
one else for not opposing the oppression with sufficient energy and zeal.

But let me return to my actual condition: the Jews have a state, and I
still believe in the rights of “the nation that comes next.” But Jewish
statehood is more precarious than Said admits, and so the belief is more
tentative than I would like. I support the peace movement in Israel
(Peace Now) – and keep looking for a similar movement among the
Palestinians. I criticize Israeli reprisals – and look for a Palestinian cri-
tique of terrorism. I defend national liberation – but insist at the same
time that the stocking mask be removed. I want to be sure – and Said’s
insistence that all Zionists are (really) the same is no reassurance – that
the face of “liberation” is not the face of a new oppressor.

Michael Walzer
Institute for Advanced Study
Princeton, NJ 

Edward W. Said replies:
Michael Walzer says that I have made him up as an enemy in order to
suit myself. He’s right. I was trying to debate a Zionist who was serious
and to some degree intellectually responsible, someone prepared to
look closely at the consequences of Exodus as a founding text for a
“this-worldly,” “limited,” and yet “radical” politics in twentieth-century
Palestine and elsewhere. Walzer proves that I was wrong by producing a
maundering response that is neither serious, not responsible, nor knowl-
edgeable. A good deal worse than the fiction I created, this “real” Walzer
does not answer a single one of the many criticism to which his book
Exodus and Revolution is vulnerable, and he does not add to his early
affectations as a political thinker.
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Far from suggesting that he was too consistent in his views, I had in
fact pointed to a series of contradictions in Exodus and Revolution that
make it unintelligible as the apparently general political philosophy
offered, but that do make sense as a retrospective cover for Israel’s mili-
tary triumphs. What is the real meaning of a secular radical politics
heavily dependent on the notion of redemption (whose first meaning is
delivery from sin) as well as on the authority of priests and a divinity?
How can one exit Egypt for an already inhabited promised land, take
that land over, exclude the natives from moral concern (in his book
Walzer never suggests that he has any difficulty with that exclusion; he
says in his response that I certainly know he does, but I know exactly the
opposite, as we shall see), kill or drive them out, and call the whole thing
“liberation”? Is it true that Exodus is the great Western text of liberation,
or that the ancient Hebrews in Egypt were a slave people who, alone in
antiquity, fought for liberation? Walzer tried to have it too many ways,
wishing to appear reasonably critical and radical while refusing to admit
the complicity between Exodus politics and an altogether more sangui-
nary and exclusionist politics of the sort that Israel stands accused of.
Could it be that Walzer’s brand of “connected” criticism, which had
already rehabilitated Camus’ refusal to condemn French colonialism,
was now appropriating Exodus as an in-house community text so as to
excuse Israel’s ideology of ethnic or religious separation and systematic
oppression of the Palestinian people entailed by that ideology?

No one would deny that critics belong to a community, work in a
sphere, are connected to a people. What Walzer cannot see is that there
is considerable moral difference between the connectedness of a critic
with an oppressing society, and a critic whose connection is to an oppressed
one. In Walzer’s case, it has made a difference that as an unskeptical
Zionist he has programmatically allied himself with ideas, principles and
actualities prolonging Israel’s persecution of its “non-Jews,” even as he
occasionally pretends otherwise. That’s the point, and it is Walzer’s fan-
tastic moral blindness to this difference that constantly ruins his efforts.

I kept my review of his book to a fairly serious level of discourse; it
seemed to me to raise important unresolved problems about the role of
intellectuals, about contemporary realities and ancient ideologies. Yet
Walzer ignores all this and rests his entire case first on a single instance
of what he calls my method, and second on a slew of undignified and
largely incoherent countercharges against one of my books, my back-
ground, my character. He thus forces me to the distasteful task of dealing
with him at what is, alas, a more appropriate level of analysis.
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Since he attaches so much importance to it, let’s examine his
attempted refutation of the charge that his views in  anticipate
Rabbi Kahane’s message to the Palestinians that they must be evicted
from Israel. Walzer alleges that I misrepresent his views, that I fail to
report his various complexities, etc., so he trundles it all out again:
people on the wrong side of new borders, the marginality of some ethnic
groups, the detritus of nation-building after liberation, and so on. But
having quoted himself at tedious length, he prudently stops quoting just
at the point where, in his  essay, he got specific and made his real
point: “I have been talking about Jews and Arabs all along, though I have
used other names and attempted a more general argument.” Excellent,
he has really been speaking about the new Jewish state and the old
Palestinian inhabitants who just happened to be caught on the wrong
side of the new border and are marginal to Israel. In Israel, which group
in , or in  for that matter, has the power “to help” the other
group to leave, Israeli Jews or Palestinian Arabs? Whereas Rabbi
Kahane puts it forthrightly, “They must go,” Walzer puts it in a little
cotton wool, “They must be helped to leave.” As a last resort, of course!

Partition is what he believes in, Walzer says, as if once again to dignify
his conquer-and-divide exclusivism with a slightly nicer word. But what,
other than divine injunction and military strength, gives him the right to
recommend the partition of Palestine, against the wishes of its majority
inhabitants? Are binationalism and pluralism so contemptible as goals
to be fought for that we ought to revert to religious millets? What is so
magically effective about partition except that in twentieth-century
Palestine it allowed European Jews to arrive there and kick the natives
out, a type of behavior for which Exodus provides an edifying prior
model?

To give dispossession a new Biblical pedigree is of course to elevate it
somewhat, but from the victim’s standpoint such a forced “partition”
remains usurpation. And partition doesn’t, never did, stop at that. There
are all the discriminating laws against non-Jews that keep the partition
partitioned, the racist immigration policies embodied in the Law of
Return, the radically prejudiced landholding, housing, and school poli-
cies – and on and on. All this has in fact been part of what Walzer calls
the redemptive, this-worldly politics of Exodus, which I connected with
his defense of Israel’s triumphs, but which he prefers to leave disguised
in the wholesomeness attached to the friendlier parts of a Biblical myth.

There is no Israel without the conquest of Canaan and the expulsion
or inferior status of Canaanites – then as now. Walzer says absolutely
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nothing in his book or elsewhere to distance himself in principle from
that fundamental Zionist reality. Once you legislate that Israel is the
state, not of its citizens, but of the Jewish people, and that only Jews can
immigrate there, you consign native non-Jews to separate lower rank.
Partition proceeds from that Ideology and is quite a different thing from
equality of rights, or true community.3 There are indeed disagreements
within Zionism (I said so right at the beginning of my review), but on the
basis of his actual record with regard to those disagreements, Walzer
cannot pride himself on very much. Thus he proceeds to imply his
virtues, even as in a series of ludicrously misinformed and intemperate
accusations against me, he denounces my evils. Let’s set the record
straight.

Since , Walzer has had ample opportunity to dissociate himself
publicly from:

. The closing of schools and universities on the West Bank; censorship
and curricular intervention by Israeli military occupation forces.

. Collective punishment, curfews, blowing up of thousands of Arab
houses.

. Torture; deportation; the jailing of thousands of Palestinians on ad-
ministrative detention; the use (by the Peres Labor government) of
the Emergency Defense Regulations.

. In Lebanon, the iron-fist policy of Peres, the systematic bombing
since the early s of refugee camps in Sidon, Tyre, Nabatieh,
Beirut, Baalbek, Badawi, Nahr el Bared; bombing of schools, hospi-
tals, churches and mosques by the Israeli Air Force, Army and
Navy; the uprooting of hundreds of thousands of Palestinians and
Lebanese in South Lebanon.

. Israel’s support for Saad Haddad and Basheer Gemayel, Somoza,
the Shah and nearly every oppressive right-wing régime in the Third
World, including South Africa. Has he ever signed a petition, joined
protests objecting to a single atrocity, raised his voice, as so many
have, to oppose the principle of discrimination against Palestinians?
Has he said audibly that he believes West Bank Palestinians should
be allowed, for instance, to manufacture their own cement, instead
of being forced to import it from Israel, or that their land shouldn’t
be confiscated, or that whole villages shouldn’t be made to endure
twenty-four hour curfews for weeks on end?

He has been formally associated in the United States with a maga-
zine, the New Republic, whose routine racist attacks by its owner (to whom
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Walzer, interestingly, I think, dedicates Exodus and Revolution) on Arabs,
Arab and Islamic culture, Islam as a religion, Palestinians as a people,
are attacks that belong in the gutter, and yet Walzer has made no known
sign of the slightest discomfort or demurral.4 As advisor to various large
and prestigious American–Jewish organizations (United Jewish Appeal,
the American Jewish Congress, etc.) he’s had nothing to say about the
blacklisting of academics by the Anti-Defamation League, or slanders
against individuals by the American–Israel Public Affairs Committee.
He has the gall to say that I am represented by “Arafat, Habash, and Abu
Musa,” mixing together the one acknowledged symbol of Palestinian
nationalism with two of his bitterest, most implacable enemies. Well,
now, who represents Walzer, the Israeli pilot who drops cluster bombs on
children in Beirut, or Generals Sharon and Eytan? I am a “Palestinian
Christian,” he tells us, deducing my world view from that ethno-religious
fact; what would he say if I drew conclusions from his family back-
ground? Is this the kind of political analysis we are to expect from a pro-
fessor at the Institute for Advanced Study?

What does he know of Arabs or the Muslim world? He depends on
Emmanuel Sivan for his information, the Israeli author of an article5

about me which gets all its emphases wrong because, as is the case with
most Israeli Orientalists, he writes with that peculiar combination of
hostility, ignorance and knowledgeability that characterizes their school,
as from its anxious little enclave it peers out over the walls into a wide
Islamic world of which none of them has any direct experience at all.
Walzer assumes that I’ve “rejected” but not engaged Islam because I’m
a Christian. Evidently he cannot imagine the principled antireligious
position I hold, one that rejects Christianity and Judaism as well. I
needn’t chronicle here the number of times (including my review of
Walzer’s book) in which I challenge the nasty wave of Christian, Jewish
and Islamic Ayatollahs that he so clearly venerates.

He’s even less accurate when he tries to characterize my position
within the Palestinian community. They’re in trouble, he says correctly,
and then makes the, for him, habitual mistake of connecting Palestinian
trouble with the trouble of Camus’ people, the French colons of Algeria.
There it is, in all its characteristic idiocy, Walzer’s inability to mark the
difference between a dispossessed, tragically victimized nation of
Palestinian Arabs on the one hand, and, on the other hand, the French
settlers who for one hundred thirty years battened themselves by force
on an overseas possession whose natives were abused, exploited,
repressed until those natives rose up and sacrificed one million dead in
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the process of liberating themselves from French settlers. So infected is
Walzer with blind loyalty to Israel that he sees replicas of Jewish settlers
in Palestine everywhere he looks, and fails to see their victims!

Walzer, in short, cannot really know much about the politics of
oppression: he can only display attitudes of petulance and dismissal in
one direction, while offering the standard “liberal” formulae in the
other. He’s not even big enough to avoid the Reaganite–Israeli clichés
about terrorism. Edward Said, he says, doesn’t denounce terrorism.
Does Walzer really want a comparative body count? Between  and
, two hundred eighty-two Israelis killed by Palestinians violence
versus twenty thousand Palestinians killed in the summer of  alone.
Does he dare to make explicit what he suggests – that Palestinian deaths
by the thousands are less estimable than the few Israeli victims of
Palestinian violence? Where, in Walzer’s arithmetic of injustice, does he
place the deliberate Israeli state campaign against the Palestinian people,
a campaign about which some Israelis (e.g., Tom Segev and Benni
Morris) but no American Zionists are beginning to reflect, as its hor-
rendous scale becomes more widely known: the mass expulsions, the dis-
enfranchisements, the razing of hundreds of villages, the legalized
dispossessions of  and , all the way up to the crimes of occupa-
tion, the destruction of Lebanon, the systematic rejection of peace? As
against this record, Walzer wheels out his idées reçues about terrorism and
“the men in the stocking cap” as representatives of Palestinian libera-
tion, knowing full well that among the authorized representatives of the
Jewish people there are men like Shamir and Begin. In fact, Walzer
knows exactly who represents Palestinians: their identities have never
been hidden. But Walzer has fought our representatives on every occa-
sion, especially when they have put forward detailed peace plans for
negotiations with Israel. Will Walzer say outright what we have said, that
we support negotiations between the PLO and Israel? Of course not.
Today the Jewish state is led by cabinet ministers like Sharon (the hero
of Kibya, Gaza and Shatila) and Rabin (he has at least fifty thousand
homeless Palestinians to his credit): Walzer says he doesn’t feel confident
of his virtue if Jews were stateless and led by “Arafat, Habash, and Abu
Masa.” It is evident that his virtue isn’t up to statehood either. Which
takes more confidence for a Jew today, to denounce Palestinian terror-
ism along with Reagan and Shultz, or to denounce Israeli state terror-
ism with Chomsky and Shahak?

It is worth mentioning perhaps that I’ve been execrated repeatedly
and in public by Abu Musa for supporting Arafat and his peace initia-
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tive with Jordan, and that Habash and I are in opposite camps.
Nationalist intellectuals, despite Walzer’s timidity, can say things that
retrospective moralist professors in Princeton prefer not to. Oh yes, he’s
for Peace Now: a very brave position indeed, especially since it’s accom-
panied by all that dreadful rubbish about there being no Palestinian
Peace Now. I wonder if Walzer really could stomach a Palestinian Peace
Now that says what the Israeli one does – that we should have peace with
Israel because the Jews present a demographic threat, they breed too fast
and are likely to be too numerous in a decade.

Instead of pressing hectoring demands on a people that Walzer’s
favorite state and movement have already persecuted mercilessly, he
should express compassion and atonement. Yes, compassion and atone-
ment. For only among American Zionists is the readiness for peace with
Palestinians articulated with such hatred and distaste for Palestinians as
a people. It reminds me of the character in a Jane Austen novel who
“prepared for matrimony by an hatred of home, restraint, and tranquil-
ity; by the misery of disappointed affection, and contempt of the man
she was going to marry.”

Walzer’s extraordinary myopic and ungenerous envoi, with its string of
false equations between his wise caution and our dastardly terrorism, is
little more than a catalogue of his qualifications for prolonged servility
to a strong Israel. A courtier, an amateur mythographer, a champion of
the strong. A small frightened man who is completely unequal to the
question of Canaan–Palestine, and barely adequate for the easier bits of
Exodus.
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noumenal and the phenomenal, the “thing-in-itself ” and its “appearing.”
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 Hayden White, Metahistory (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press,
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 Orientalism is metahistorical. It is also genealogical, but more Nietzschean
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 For an extended analysis of discursive formations, see Hubert Dreyfus and
Paul Rabinow, Michel Foucault: Beyond Structuralism and Hermeneutics (University
of Chicago Press, ). For a similar but differently nuanced account, see
Gary Gutting, Michel Foucault’s Archaeology of Scientific Reason (Cambridge
University Press, ).

 James Clifford suggests that Said’s description of Orientalism is confused if
not confusing. See James Clifford, “On Orientalism,” in The Predicament of
Culture (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, ), pp. –.
Said might rejoin by attributing the confusion these critics see to their
polemical purposes rather than to the demerits of his account. These
descriptions, he might argue, are not mutually exclusive. That is certainly
the argument that I would make. But I can only speculate about what Said
would say, since he does not address the question of whether his complex
notion of Orientalism is consistent or not.

 See Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge, trans. A. M. Sheridan (New
York: Pantheon Books, ). Said uses Freud’s distinction between the latent
and manifest content of dreams, which he developed in The Interpretation of
Dreams, to illuminate the “enunciative capacity” of Orientalism – that is, its
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Manifest Orientalism refers to modern, present-day descriptions of the
Orient. These descriptions are the result of “commercial, political, and
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other existential encounters between East and West.” But these encounters,
so Said’s argument goes, were always constrained by the “profoundly con-
servative” enunciative capacities of latent Orientalism. It is latent
Orientalism that determines the manifest content. As the following passage
suggests, latent Orientalism determines who can speak authoritatively about
the Orient and what they can say: “Transmitted from one generation to
another, it was a part of the culture, as much a language about a part of
reality as geometry or physics. Orientalism staked its existence, not upon its
openness, its receptivity to the Orient, but rather on its internal, repetitious
consistency about its constitutive will–to–power over the Orient. In such a
way Orientalism was able to survive revolutions, world wars, and the literal
dismemberment of empires” (O –).

 Compare this to Michel Foucault, “What is an Author?” in Donald F.
Bouchard (ed.), Language, Counter-Memory, Practice (Ithaca, NY: Cornell
University Press, ).

 Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge, trans. A. M. Sheridan (New
York: Pantheon Books, ), pp. –.

 In his analysis of Said’s attempt to create a “hybrid perspective” on the rela-
tionship between discourse and subjectivity, Clifford writes: “What is impor-
tant theoretically is not that Foucault’s author counts for very little but
rather that a ‘discursive formation’––as opposed to ideas, citations,
influences, references, conventions, and the like––is not produced by autho-
rial subjects or even by a group of authors arranged as a ‘tradition.’” This
is a methodological and not an empirical point. “One cannot combine
within the same analytic totality both personal statements and discursive
statements, even though they may be lexically identical. Said’s experiment
seems to show that when the analysis of authors and traditions is intermixed
with the analysis of discursive formations, the effect is a mutual weakening.”
Arbitrary selectivity, psychologizing, and unfair reductionism, according to
Clifford, are the consequences of Said’s misguided assessment of authorial
intentions (Clifford, Predicament, pp. –). On this last point, also see
Victor Bromert, “Orientalism and the Scandals of Scholarship,” American
Scholar  (), –, and Thomas M. Greene, “One World, Divisible,”
The Yale Review  (), –.

 Michel Foucault, The Foucault Reader, ed. Paul Rabinow (New York: Pantheon
Books, , p. .

 I do not mean to suggest that Said is right because he is consistent with
Foucault. Foucault may not be consistent with himself. What I do want to
suggest is that Foucault and Said cannot be distinguished sharply in this
respect. If Said is incoherent, it is an incoherence that he shares with
Foucault.

 The idea of governing rules is not a problem for my account. Rules, as Said
understands, are made to be broken.

 Foucault, Archaeology, pp. , .
 Ibid., p. .

 Notes to pages ‒



 This is not the only place where Clifford makes claims that are confusing if
not confused. On one page he chides Said along with Foucault and Derrida
for positing “a Western totality” against which they inveigh. On the previ-
ous page Clifford refers to Said’s captivity to “the totalizing habits of
Western humanism” thus presupposing what he condemns. He cannot have
it both ways. Which is it? (Clifford, Predicament, pp. –).

 In this regard, Nietzsche is not merely being mean when he says that
Socrates is ugly. Rather he is drawing a connection between Socrates’ phys-
ical decadence and what he thinks that he has already, independently estab-
lished, namely, Socrates’ spiritual decadence.

 “Genealogy is perhaps the most political of historical modes; but to be
effective it cannot appear too openly tendentious, and Said’s genealogy
suffers on this score” (Clifford, Predicament, p. ). From the perspective of
whose notion of genealogy does Clifford speak? Certainly not from
Nietzsche’s perspective. If his claim is that Said’s genealogy suffers by
Foucault’s standards, that may be true. But he does not tell us why Foucault’s
standards are worthy of respect. I take Said as splitting the difference
between Nietzsche and Foucault’s very different genealogical practices.
Thus, to criticize Said for deviating from Foucauldian orthodoxy without
saying why that orthodoxy is good is rather odd. To criticize Said’s genea-
logical practice because it is different from Foucault’s is like criticizing
Foucault’s genealogies because they are different from Nietzsche’s genealo-
gies. This form of criticism is legitimate, but it is also limited. It does not
subject Foucauldian “scripture” to “higher criticism.”

 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish, trans. A. Sheridan (New York: Vintage
Books, ), p. .

 Ibid., pp. –.
 Albert Hourani, “The Road to Morocco,” The New York Times Review, 

March , –. See “Orientalism, an Afterword,” Raritan () for
Said’s response.

 In a nice survey of the critical reception of Orientalism and its broad
influence, Gyan Prakash adds support to the claim that Said is a founder of
discursivity. The acceptance, revision, and rejection of Orientalism are all
part of its vast influence. Thus, there are wide-ranging debates about the
tensions between Said’s Auerbachian high-cultural humanism and the anti-
humanism of Foucauldian discourse analysis. The questionable selectivity
of Said’s account, which he was the first to acknowledge, is a continuing
subject of discussion. Thus many critics persist in trying to undermine the
force of Said’s critique by highlighting his exclusion of those traditions,
such as German and Russian Orientalism, that do not confirm the
Foucauldian nexus of knowledge and power. Other critics make much of
the uniformity of Orientalist discourse, which obscures its actual heteroge-
neity, selfconsciousness, and ambivalence. Nevertheless, because Oriental-
ism’s contradictions are often fertile rather than sterile, it established a
discourse:
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Said’s transgression of disciplinary boundaries to force the recognition of Oriental-
ism as a discipline of power has become a model for navigating between literature,
history, philosophy, and anthropology, and has gone on to inspire studies in such new
fields as cultural, feminist, and postcolonial studies. Established centers of area
studies in the United States have been moved to confront the challenge made by the
book, and Western scholarship on other cultures has undergone a noticeable
change. Not only is the European presence in Africa, Latin America, and Asia rou-
tinely interrogated to disclose the construction and constriction of other subjects,
empire and colonialism are increasingly seen placed at the very center of Europe’s
constitution. The discipline of English studies appears with a colonial genealogy
that can be traced to British rule in India, and French modernity is shown to be
forged in Algeria and Morocco.

And, though his account is clearly limited and analytically thin, Said offers
telling examples of the incestuous relationship between imperial politics
and sexual politics, and the theme of Western domination as sexual con-
quest has found ready elaboration. If, moreover, he does not recognize, as
Robert Young claims, the Occident–Orient dichotomy as the externaliza-
tion of the West’s internal heterogeneity and ambivalence, his analysis, nev-
ertheless, “operates precisely in the ambivalent fissures of the Western
discourse. Said’s work is unthinkable outside the corpus of knowledge he
subjects to scrutiny, but his critique works as a catachresis, in Spivak’s
sense.” See Gyan Prakash, “Orientalism Now,” History and Theory :
(), –.

 In one of the most subtle interpretations of Orientalism, Dennis Porter con-
cludes that:

the reason why Said is unable in the end to suggest alternatives to the hegemonic
discourse of Orientalism is not difficult to explain. First, because he overlooks the
potential contradiction between discourse theory and Gramscian hegemony, he fails
to historicize adequately the texts he cites and summarizes, finding always the same
triumphant discourse where several are frequently in conflict. Second, because he
does not distinguish the literary instance from the more transparently ideological
forms he does not acknowledge the semi-autonomous and overdetermined charac-
ter of aesthetic artifacts. Finally, he fails to show how literary texts may in their play
establish distance from the ideologies they seem to be reproducing.

See Dennis Porter, “Orientalism and its Problems,” in Peter Hulme,
Margaret Iversen, and Diane Loxley (eds.), The Politics of Theory, Proceedings
of the Essex Sociology of Literature Conference, University of Essex,
Colchester, , p. .

Said responds to this critique in “Orientalism Reconsidered.” He
remained unconvinced of the analytical benefits of a more “rigorous” his-
toricizing: “the claims made by Dennis Porter (), among others, that I
am ahistorical and inconsistent, would have more interest if the virtues of
consistency (whatever may be intended by the term) were subjected to rig-
orous analysis; as for my ahistoricity that too is a charge more weighty in
assertion than it is in proof.” (See Edward Said, “Orientalism Recon-

 Notes to page 



sidered,” in Francis Barker, Peter Hulme, Margaret Iversen and Diane
Loxley (eds.), Literature, Politics and Theory, Papers from the Essex Conference
– [London: Methuen, ], p. .) Said makes a Nietzschean move
here. This is important because early in his account Porter describes
Orientalism as “a Nietzschean genealogy which delimits a given field of
inquiry in order to expose the multiple mystified relations between knowl-
edge and power, culture and politics” (). Ignoring the fact that this sounds
more like Foucauldian genealogy than Nietzschean genealogy, it is impor-
tant to note that Nietzsche resists, at crucial points, the very historicizing
that Porter regards as Said’s failure. This resistance is a central feature of
“The Advantages and Disadvantages of History for Life.” Regardless,
Porter is surely right when he says that there is a contradiction in Orientalism
between truth (Foucault’s regime of truth) and ideology (Gramsci’s hege-
monic formations), between which Said vacillates. The important question,
which Porter does not answer, is whether that contradiction is vicious or pro-
ductive.

 Clifford, Predicament, p. .
 Said regrets the anti–Western construction that critics have placed on

Orientalism . He says that this interpretation, which is common both to those
who are hostile and to those who are sympathetic to the “West,” is mislead-
ing. According to Said, he has never regarded Orientalism as a synecdoche,
or miniature symbol, of the entire West. On the contrary, his argument “is
explicitly anti–essentialist, radically skeptical about all categorical designa-
tions like Orient and Occident.” Rather than separate and reify, according
to Said, he has sought to connect. See Edward Said, “Orientalism, an
Afterword,” in Raritan (), –. And the following passage should give
pause to anyone who claims that Said fails to acknowledge the positive
accomplishments of Orientalism: “Orientalism did a great many things.
During its great age in the nineteenth century it produced scholars; it
increased the number of languages taught in the West and the quantity of
manuscripts edited, translated, and commented on; in many cases, it pro-
vided sympathetic European students, genuinely interested in such matters
as Sanskrit grammar, Phoenician numismatics, and Arabic poetry” (O ).

 Bové defines humanism as essentialist–universalism. He claims that this
notion legitimizes sexist and racist exploitation and repression. Bové’s
account, however, is one-sided. Human rights is also a humanist idea as are
the notions that race and gender are bad reasons for treating people in
invidious ways. The very idea that we owe all people, and not just some
people, certain considerations is a humanist idea. Our very anger at the
failed universality of humanist claims is a humanist sentiment. “Certainly,
intolerable horrors have been carried out by scientists, writers, academics,
and politicians camped under its banner.” But so have forms of decency,
consideration, and respect. Bové cites “scientific racism” in a list of
“humanist horribles.” But scientific racism has as much to do with nonuni-
versality and antihumanism as it does with humanism as the polygenesis
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argument for human origins shows. Bové claims that a “genealogy of
humanism makes it impossible to proceed as a humanistic intellectual
without the certain knowledge that at some point the elements within
humanism that make it ready to justify abuse would also compel us to
revalue its potential, to see its ‘complicity’ with repression.” My response is
that every human action or judgment is subject to betrayal. Every judgment
is potentially dangerous, including antihumanist actions or judgments. But
that is hardly a reason for suspending action or judgment, for being a weak
evaluator, weak poet, or decadent spirit.

Bové claims that Orientalism represents the best form of critical human-
ism and “the strongest weapon in struggles against domination.” It is tem-
porarily necessary “as a step on the path beyond humanism” whose
“complicitous burdens would always betray humanism’s generosity and
creativity into domination and dogma – but not until after it had done con-
siderable and important ‘oppositional’ work, precisely as Orientalism did do.”
See Paul Bové, “Hope and Reconciliation: A Review of Edward Said,” in
Boundary  : (), . Bové has drunk deeply at the well of Foucault’s
“ontology of power.” His account of humanism’s inevitable betrayal is pure
metaphysics, in the pejorative sense of the word. Humanism like any act of
human imagination is fallible. Whether humanism’s results are good or bad
is a matter of historical contingency, not metaphysical necessity.

 Twenty-five years later, Derrida has modified or at least qualified his views,
as is evident in his comments on Heidegger’s humanist teleology: “I do not
mean to criticize this humanist teleology. It is no doubt more urgent to recall
that, in spite of all the denegations or all the avoidances one could wish, it
has remained up till now (in Heidegger’s time and situation, but this has not
radically changed today) the price to be paid in the ethico–political denun-
ciation of biologism, racism, naturalism, etc. If I analyze this ‘logic,’ and
the aporias or limits, the presuppositions or axiomatic decisions, above all
the inversions and contaminations, in which we see it becoming entangled,
this is rather in order to exhibit and then formalize the terrifying mecha-
nisms of this program, all the double constraints which structure it. Is this
unavoidable? Can one escape this program? No sign would suggest it, at
least neither in ‘Heideggerian’ discourses nor in ‘antiHeideggerian’ dis-
courses.” See Jacques Derrida, Of Spirit, trans. Geoffrey Bennington and
Rachel Bowlby (University of Chicago Press, ), p. .

 Cliffon, Predicament, p. 
 Jacques Derrida, Writing and Difference (University of Chicago Press, ), p.


 Catherine Gimelli Martin, “Orientalism and the Ethnographer: Said,

Herodotus, and the Discourse of Alterity,” Criticism : ().
 See Edward Said, Joseph Conrad and the Fiction of Autobiography (Cambridge,

MA: Harvard University Press, ).
 See also Jacques Derrida, “To Do Justice to Freud: The History of Madness

in the Age of Psychoanalysis,” Critical Inquiry, : (). Despite his denial,
Derrida renews his long standing dispute with Foucault in this article.
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 Aijaz Ahmad, In Theory (New York: Verso, ), pp. , –, , ,
–. Marjorie Levinson does not agree with this point. See her blister-
ing critique of Ahmad in “News from Nowhere: The Discontents of Aijaz
Ahmad,” Public Culture  (), –.

 Said’s argument would be more persuasive if he acknowledged the long-
standing nature of the rivalries between the Abrahamic religions. All have
engaged in polemical representations of the others from the very beginning.
There is nothing distinctively Orientalist about that. Rabbinic Judaism rep-
resented early Christians as an aberrant cult. Christians represented Jews as
having failed to live up to the Abrahamic and Sinai covenants and, there-
fore, of forfeiting to Christians the messianic promise. In turn, Muslims
accuse Christians, who regard Jesus as God, of being something less than
monotheists. Muslims represent Jesus as merely a prophet and Christians
represent Muhammad as an impostor. These things are regrettable, but I
question the usefulness of Orientalism as an account of why these things
are done. They have little to do with the East–West distinction and much to
do with human-all-too-human commonalities.

 Foucault, Discipline, p. .
 Foucault’s influential reservations (“Truth and Power”) about ideology are

captured in the following passage:

The notion of ideology appears to me to be difficult to make use of, for three reasons.
The first is that, like it or not, it always stands in virtual opposition to something else
which is supposed to count as truth. Now I believe that the problem does not consist
in drawing the line between that in a discourse which falls under the category of
scientificity or truth, and that which comes under some other category, but in seeing
historically how effects of truth are produced within discourses which in themselves
are neither truth nor false. The second drawback is that the concept of ideology
refers, I think necessarily, to something on the order of the subject. Third, ideology
stands in a secondary position relative to something which functions as its infrastruc-
ture, as its material, economic determinant, etc. For these three reasons, I think that
this is a notion that cannot be used without circumspection.

See Michel Foucault, “Truth and Power,” in Power/Knowledge, trans. Colin
Gordon, Leo Marshall, John Mepham and Kate Soper, ed. Colin Gordon
(New York: Pantheon Books, ), p. .

 Rodinson is the author of several books on Islam and the Arab world,
including Islam and Capitalism, trans. Brian Pearce (New York: Pantheon,
), Muhammad, trans. Anne Carter (New York: Pantheon Books, ),
and Europe and the Mystique of Islam, trans. Roger Veinus (Seattle: University
of Washington Press, ).

 Solidad Garcia (ed.) European Identity and the Search for Legitimacy (London:
Pinter Publishers, ), pp. –.

        :  

 Jorge Larrain, The Concept of Ideology (Athens, Georgia: The University of
Georgia Press, ), pp. –, .
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 Plato, The Republic of Plato, trans. Allan Bloom (New York: Basic Books,
), p. .

 Larrain, Ideology, p. .
 Niccolò Machiavelli, The Prince and the Discourses (New York: Random House,

), pp. –, , , .
 Francis Bacon, Advance of Learning and Novum Organum (New York: Willey

Book Company, ), pp. –.
 Moshe Halbertal and Avishai Margalit, Idolatry, trans. Naomi Goldblum

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, ), p. .
 Ibid., pp. –. For a different way of conceptualizing the relationship

between religion and ideology, see Louis Feuer, Ideology and the Ideologists
(New York: Harper and Row, ), pp. –.

 Larrain, Ideology, pp. –. Larrain concludes his account by briefly survey-
ing ideology’s encounter with two traditions of post-Enlightenment critical
thought: French positivism and German idealism. The French tradition that
grows out of the work of Auguste Comte (–) is an elaboration of
the Baconian theme of distortion-free knowledge. This positivist tradition
culminates, according to Larrain, in the Vienna Circle. German idealism,
in contrast, culminates in Marx’s materialist inversion of Feuerbach, and
represents the most influential account of ideology (pp. –).

 Halbertal, Idolatry, pp. –.
 I refer to Louis Althusser’s influential argument, For Marx (London: Verso,

), about the non-Marxist character of the early Marx. On this view, the
author of the Economic and Philosophic Manuscript of  and The Holy Family
was a Feuerbachian–humanist. Althusser also regards The Jewish Question
and “Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right as human-
ist. Althusser’s claims are still controversial after nearly thirty years and con-
tinue to generate new responses. I side with those who “split the difference”
between Althusser’s claim that Marx underwent an “epistemological break”
after  with Hegelian–Feuerbachian humanism and those who argue
that the “young” Marx is present in the “mature” Marx. They acknowledge
a break, but insist on the persistence of Hegelian language, themes, and
logic in what Althusser regards as the greatest work of Marx’s maturity,
namely, Capital. See Michael Rosen, On Voluntary Servitude (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, ), pp. –.

 Charles Taylor, Hegel (Cambridge University Press, ), p. .
 Ludwig Feuerbach, The Essence of Christianity, trans. George Eliot (New York:

Harper and Row, ), pp. –, –.
 Robert C. Tucker (ed.) The Marx–Engels Reader, nd edn. (New York: W. W.

Norton and company, ), pp. –.
 Ibid., pp. –.
 There is no evidence that Marx ever used this term. The only reference to

false consciousness in the Marx–Engels corpus is in a letter from Engels to
Franz Mehring, where he writes the following: “Ideology is a process
accomplished by the so-called thinker consciously, it is true, but with a false
consciousness. The real motive forces impelling him remain unknown to
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him; otherwise it simply would not be an ideological process. Hence he ima-
gines false or seeming motive forces” (Tucker, Reader, p. ).

 Ibid., pp. , .
 Halbertal, Idolatry, pp. –.
 I agree with that tradition of Marxist thought that claims that false con-

sciousness is the least important aspect Marx’s notion of ideology. According
to this view, Marx construes ideology as a battlefield where competing inter-
ests fight it out. Neither Marx nor the classical Marxist tradition subscribed
to the notion that ideology derived from one class and mystified another. But
they did hold that ideology served class interests and that people often mis-
perceived what their interests were or acted against those interests. See Joe
McCarney, The Real World of Ideology (Atlantic Highlands, NJ: Humanities
Press, ). The notion that ideology serves certain class interests but for
functional reasons and without necessity is a weak claim (Rosen, Voluntary
Servitude, pp. –) when compared to conventional and vulgar notions of
ideology. But this weak notion of ideology is potent enough, as Raymond
Williams’ Marxism and Literature shows. Williams says in clear language what
Foucault says in his more obscure style –  that Marx, especially on the issue
of ideology, was a founder of discursivity. His writings and that huge tradi-
tion of “reader response” called Marxism underwrite several views, some of
them contradictory. This multiplicity is a tribute more than a reproach.

 Halbertal, Idolatry, pp. , –.
 Halbertal and Margalit are wrong when they suggest that self-deification is

the ultimate consequence of only the inversion strategy. Marx employs lan-
guage from which one can infer the notion of self-deification: “The criti-
cism of religion disillusions man so that he will think, act and fashion his
reality as a man who has lost his illusions and regained his reason; so that
he will revolve about himself as his own true sun. Religion is only the illu-
sory sun about which man revolves so long as he does not revolve about
himself ” (Tucker, Reader, p. ). This sounds like self-deification to me. The
only important difference between Nietzsche and Marx on the issue of self-
deification is its individualist character for the former and collectivist char-
acter for the latter.

 Peter Berkowitz, Nietzsche: The Ethics of an Immoralist (Cambridge, MA: Har-
vard University Press, )

 Halbertal, Idolatry, pp. –.
 Raymond Williams, Marxism and Literature (Oxford University Press, ),

pp. , .
 Ibid., pp. –.
 See Edward W. Said, Joseph Conrad and the Fiction of Autobiography (Cambridge,

MA: Harvard University Press, ).
 Susan Fraiman, “Jane Austen and Edward Said: Gender, Culture, and

Imperialism,” Critical Inquiry : (), accepts Said’s call for a contrapun-
tal approach to the reading of texts, but she rejects the specifics of his
reading of Austen. She is troubled by the kind of gender politics that under-
lie Said’s postcolonial project. She is troubled, in particular, by Said’s lack
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of empathy that, by contrast, is on full display in his reading of Conrad. His
analysis abstracts and isolates Mansfield Park from the rest of Austen’s corpus
and obscures the patriarchal constraints under which she wrote. Further, the
conventionality of his reading shows his ignorance of recent feminist schol-
arship on Austen. Fraiman does not dispute Said’s claim that Austen’s novel,
where she refers unthinkingly to Antigua, “unwittingly but systematically
helped to gain consent for imperialist policies.” She even refers, how ironi-
cally, I am not sure, to Austen’s “imperialist crimes.” Nevertheless, Fraiman
does contest how these references and “crimes” should be read. They
should not be read as if Austen or her protagonist, Fanny Price, were “fully
acculturated Englishmen.” Some account should have been given of what
absent-minded references to Antigua and slavery might have meant for
them, given the constraint of gender, which is at least as important as
Conrad’s marginality as a Polish-born émigré. I think that Fraiman is per-
suasive on all these points.

She describes the sexual politics of Culture and Imperialism as “a largely sub-
liminal strategy” that opposes imperialism by using “a gender allegory,” an
unreconstructed notion of the “feminine.” While I find her account illumi-
nating, I do not find Said’s use of this allegory troubling for the same reasons
that she does not find Austen’s reference to English womanhood as slave-
like troubling. In both cases, Said’s and hers-and-Austen’s, an unrecon-
structed and devalued category is used to “tar” another practice (now
imperialism, now patriarchy) regarded as bad. Fraiman remarks that “From
a feminist perspective, it seems all-too-obvious that in Mansfield Park slavery
functions similarly: not as a subtext wherein Austen and Sir Thomas con-
verge but, on the contrary, as a trope Austen introduces to argue the essen-
tial depravity of Sir Thomas’s relations to other people.” Undoubtedly, it
can be read this way, but that is not the only way it can be read, which is
Said’s point. As Said argues, “interpreting Jane Austen depends on who does
the interpreting, when it is done, and no less important, from where it is done”
(CAI ). Said does not contest feminist readings such as Fraiman’s, only the
claim that they are the only readings or the best readings – best for whom?
What I find fascinating is Fraiman’s blindness to the tropological character
of gender in Said’s account of imperialism, which is not to say that there
are not aspects of that account that are troubling. Thus Fraiman replicates
the very blindness of which she rightly accuses Said. Imperialism is not rape,
but neither is English womanhood slavery. On this point, it seems to me,
Fraiman owes Said the same hermeneutical charity that she claims for
Austen.

 Michael Steffes, “Slavery and Mansfield Park: The Historical and Bio-
graphical Context,” English Language Notes : (), –; Peter Smith,
“Mansfield Park and the World Stage,” The Cambridge Quarterly : (),
–.

 Ibid., pp. –.
 Steffes, “Slavery,” –.
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 See John A. Hobson, Imperialism (London: George Allen and Unwin Ltd.,
).

 Geo Widengren, Mani and Manichaeism (New York: Holt, Rinehart and
Winston, ), pp. –, .

 Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan (London: Oxford University Press, ), pp.
–.

 John Locke, “An Essay Concerning Human Understanding” in The
Empiricists (Garden City, New York: Anchor Books, ), pp. –.

 Miriam Kosh Starkman (ed.) Gulliver’s Travels and Other Writings by Jonathan
Swift (New York: Bantam Books, ), p. .

 Philip Pinkus, Swift’s Vision of Evil (Charlottesville: University of Virginia
Press, ), p. .

 Swift, Gulliver’s Travels (ed.) Starkman, p. .

        

 Noam Chomsky, The Chomsky Reader (New York: Pantheon Books, ), p.
.

 Said might be disturbed to discover how much this notion of universality
sounds like the “radical monotheism” of the Protestant theologian H.
Richard Niebuhr.

 Julien Benda, The Treason of the Intellectuals (New York: W. W. Norton and
Company, Inc., ), pp. –, , , .

 Ibid., pp. –.
 Sigrid L. Lehnberger, “Julien Benda’s Characterization of the ‘Clerc,’

–,” Ph.D. Dissertation, Duke University (), p. iv.
 David Forgacs (ed.) An Antonio Gramsci Reader (New York: Schocken Books,

), p. .
 A great intellectual injustice of the late twentieth century, and there have

been injustices galore, is the collapse of Sartre’s reputation. This has much
to do with the efforts of post-World War II French intellectuals (whom
Americans call poststructuralists) to authorize and valorize their own voices.
But, like all those unfairly and prematurely dismissed, there is good reason
to think that Sartre’s reputation will be rehabilitated and that his ideas will
recover much of their prestige.

 For a powerful critique of this idea, see Gillian Rose, Mourning Becomes the
Law (Cambridge University Press, ). Also see Gayatri Chakravorty
Spivak’s blistering critique of this idea in “Can the Subaltern Speak?” in C.
Nelson and L. Grossberg (eds.), Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture
(Basingstoke: Macmillan Education , pp. –. Spivak’s critique is a
devastating account of how Foucault and Deleuze mystify by conflating two
different notions of representation: “representation as ‘speaking for’ [vertre-
ten], as in politics, and representation as ‘re-presentation’ [darstellen], as in art
or philosophy.”

 Aijaz Ahmad thinks that this is an unworkable and an unstable hybrid.
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Indeed, he thinks it is a political abomination. According to Ahmad, Said is
schizophrenic – divided between “Auerbachean High Humanism and
Nietzschean anti-humanism.” Thus Said praises Gramsci, the Leftist mili-
tant and Benda, the reactionary. Ahmad is particularly exercised by Benda’s
anticommunism and antisocialism. But he gets at least two things wrong.
Benda was not a political reactionary, except by rather bizarre standards.
He was conservative, no doubt, but he was more fearful of fascism than of
communism. He cut his political teeth during the Dreyfus affair, and was on
Zola’s side; the side that criticized the incipient fascism of the anti-
Dreyfusards. Granted, his politics were not leftwing, and there is little in his
politics to warm the heart of a committed socialist, but Benda was hardly a
reactionary. It is important in politics to make the right distinctions. There
is a world of difference between Benda, the mild-conservative and his fas-
cists contemporaries. Ahmad is also wrong when he says that: “It is an index
of Said’s self-division that he would think of Benda, the rabid anti-com-
munist, and Gramsci, one of the more persevering communists of the
century, as occupying essentially the same theoretico-political position”
(Ahmad, In Theory, p. ). Of course, Said does not think any such thing. It
is true, however, that Said’s catholic and eclectic style, and his ability to
selectively appropriate ideas from thinkers whose views he otherwise
despises, makes such charges easy to make, even if on reflection they are
hard to sustain.

 Fons Elders, Reflexive Water (London: Souvenir Press [Educational and Acad-
emic] Ltd., ), pp. –.

 Ibid., pp. –.
 Ibid., pp. –.
 Economism is the notion that economic causes are the only causes or, nec-

essarily, the fundamental or most important causes of social activity. The
critique of this idea is often associated with Antonio Gramsci who believed
that economism had more to do with economic liberalism than with social-
ism proper, that is, with the philosophy of praxis. Thus he rejects the notion
that “Everything is economics.” See Quintin Hoare and Geoffrey Nowell
Smith (eds.), Selections from the Prison Note Books (New York: International
Publishers, ), pp. –.

 Nietzsche’s case is complicated. The notion that might makes right is
qualified by his metaphysics of sickeness and health. Some forms of might
are hygienic and others are decadent. As counterintuitive as it might sound,
he believed that sickly rather than healthy forms of life were more likely to
survive. This is true in part because the weak, necessarily, have a higher
degree of self-consciousness and therefore, are more cunning than the
healthy who rely on their instincts.

 I do not mean to suggest that there is an antinomy between right and might.
For right without power is empty and power without right is blind.
According to Spinoza, right is determined not by “sound reason or power.”
See Benedict de Spinoza, A Theological–Political Treatise, A Political Treatise,
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trans. R. H. M. Elwes (New York: Dover Publishing Company, Inc., ),
p. .

 Ibid., pp. -.
 Ibid., pp. -.
 Elders, Reflexive Water, p. .
 Noam Chomsky, Language and Responsibility (New York: Pantheon Books,

), pp. , .
 Compare Foucault’s view of utopia to that of his friend and ally, Gilles

Deleuze, and his collaborator, Felix Guattari. Unlike Foucault, Deleuze and
Guattari cannot imagine what it would mean not to imagine utopia.
According to them, “Philosophy takes the relative deterritorialization [that
is the decoding, disembedding, or freeing of desire from a particular object]
of capital to the absolute, it makes it pass over the plane immanance [which
is simular to Foucault’s discourse and the regime of truth, a nontranscen-
dental ‘place’ where concepts are assembled or constructed and have their
truth] as movement of the infinite and suppresses it as internal limit, turns it
back against itself so as to summon forth a new earth, a new people.” Deleuze and
Guattari compare this idea of philosophy favorably to Adorno’s “negative
dialectic” and the Frankfurt School’s notion of the utopian.

Actually, utopia is what links philosophy with its own epoch, with European capital-
ism, but also already with the Greek city. In each case it is with utopia that philoso-
phy becomes political and takes the criticism of its own time to its highest point.
Utopia does not split off from infinite movement: etymologically it stands for abso-
lute deterritorialization but always at the critical point at which it is connected with
the present relative milieu, and especially with the forces stifled by this milieu.
Erewhon, the word used by Samuel Butler, refers not only to no-where but also to
now-here. In utopia (as in philosophy) there is always the risk of a restoration, and
sometimes a proud affirmation, of transcendence, so that we need to distinguish between
authoritarian utopias, or utopias of transcendence, and immanent, revolutionary, libertarian utopias.

(Emphasis added. See Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, What is Philosophy
[New York: Columbia University Press, ], pp. -.) Unlike Foucault,
I do not take Chomsky to be saying anything more or less than what Deleuze
and Guattari are saying.

 On this point, Chomsky offers a narrative response that takes a dialectical
form. Against Foucault, he argues that a reformer or revolutionary pursues
power “to bring about a more just society” (Chomsky, Language and
Responsibility, p. ). A naked will to power “cannot stand.” This is some-
thing that both Chomsky and Nietzsche understand (although they dis-
agree about how power should be ethically differentated and judged) but
Foucault does not. In Neitzsche’s inverted Kantian world, the only good
thing is a “good will to power.” Thus there is good will to power and bad
will to power. Nietzsche takes the first to be just (a justice that he admits few
will understand) and the second to be unjust. In a similar vein, Chomsky
argues that power cannot be judged in ethically neutral terms (power is not
“beyond good and bad”). Some power is good and some bad. Reformers
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and revolutionaries do not pursue power without making judgements
between what they believe are good and bad forms of power. Nor are their
judgements merely cynical masks for an otherwise naked will to power. In
short, power has to be ethically justified: Nietzsche’s justification takes one
form, which entails the rank-ordering of human types and forms of life.
Chomsky’s justification takes a quasi-Kantian form. Foucault, in contrast,
pretends that no justification is possible at all.

 Paul Bové, Intellectuals in Power (New York: Columbia University Press, ),
p. .

 Ibid., p. .
 On this point, Gayatri Spivak remarks: “Edward W. Said’s critique of

power in Foucault as a captivating and mystifying category that allows him
‘to obliterate the role of classes, the role of economics, the role of insur-
gency and rebellion’, is pertinent here. I add to Said’s analysis the notion of
the surreptitious subject of power and desire marked by the transparency
of the intellectual. Curiously enough, Paul Bové faults Said for emphasiz-
ing the importance of the intellectual, whereas ‘Foucault’s project essen-
tially is a challenge to the leading role of both hegemonic and oppositional
intellectuals’. I have suggested that this ‘challenge’ is deceptive precisely
because it ignores what Said emphasizes – the critic’s institutional respon-
sibility.” Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?”, p. .

 Bové, Intellectuals, pp. , .
 This essay appears in Michel Foucault’s Power/Knowledge, ed. Colin Gordan

(New York: Pantheon Books, ).
 Ibid., pp. –.
 Ibid., . Gayatri Spivak is highly critical of this view. She compares

Foucault and Deleuze – whose “postrepresentational vocabulary hides an
essentialist agenda,” that is, the notion of an undivided subject who experi-
ences no contradiction between power or desire and interests – unfavorably
to the writers associated with the “Subaltern Studies” group: “When these
writers speak, in their essentializing language, of a gap between interest and
action in the intermediate group, their conclusions are closer to Marx than
to the self-conscious naïveté of Deleuze’s pronouncement on the issue. Guha,
like Marx, speaks of interest in terms of the social rather than the libidinal
being. . . For the ‘true’ subaltern group, whose identity is its difference, there
is no unrepresentable subaltern subject that can know and speak itself; the
intellectual’s solution is not to abstain from representation.” Spivak, “Can
the Subaltern Speak?”, pp. , .

 Bové, Intellectuals, p. .
 Elders, Reflexive Water, p. .
 Michael Foucault, “Truth and Power,” in Power/Knowledge, p. .
 Bové, Intellectuals, pp. –.
 Ibid., . For a different view, see Harold Weiss, “The Genealogy of Justice;

Chomsky and Said vs. Foucault and Bové,” Philosophy Today, : ().
 Bové, Intellectuals, p. .
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 Ibid., pp. –.
 Friedrich Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morality, ed. Keith Ansell-Pearson

and Carol Diethe (Cambridge University Press, ), pp. , .
 An unfortunate consequence of Walter Kaufmann’s extensive English-lan-

guage translations and interpretations of Nietzsche’s work, along with the
peculiar Nietzsche created by Gilles Deleuze and his French contemporaries,
is the mistaken notion that Nietzsche’s views do not have substantial affinities
with fascist thought. The work of Kaufmann and Deleuze is a response to the
interpretive excesses of Nietzsche’s sister and other Nazi-sympathizers who
construe Nietzsche as a proto-Nazi. Nietzsche was no Nazi. Nor was he anti-
Semitic by nineteenth-century standards. But one thing is clear: he was a
protofascist. In this regard, I think that Derrida’s reading of Nietzsche,
“Otobiographies,” is better than Kaufmann or Deleuze’s readings.

 Genealogy, pp. –.
 Ibid., p. .
 Bové, Intellectuals, p..
 Nietzsche, Genealogy, p. .
 Ibid., pp. –.
 Ibid., pp. –.
 Ibid., pp. –.
 Ibid., pp. –.
 Ibid., p. .
 Ibid., pp. , .
 Ibid., pp. –, , , , .
 Ibid., p. .
 Ibid., pp. –.
 Ibid., pp. –.
 Ibid., p. .
 Ibid., p. .
 Ibid., p. .
 Ibid., p. .

 ,  ,      

 Robert C. Tucker (ed.) The Marx–Engels Reader (New York: W. W. Norton),
pp. , .

 Ibid., p .
 Ibid., pp. –.
 Here I refer to Hegel’s notion of self-recognition, which is always mediated

by an “other.” In his famous allegory of “Lordship and Bondage,” in
Phenomenology of Spirit, the self-consciousness of the slave is mediated by the
consciousness of the master. A person’s self-hood is fully realized when it is
mediated or recognized by others.

 Tucker, Reader, pp. –.
 “Text” refers, minimally speaking, to signs, signification, or language. On
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some interpretations, it refers to the weave or networking of language and
everything else; it is a contemporary analogue of the Hindu notion of
“Indra’s net.”

 Tucker, Reader, p. .
 Said’s use of history, as I briefly digress, is hardly vulnerable to Robert

Young’s critique. Young criticizes what he regards as Frank Lentricchia’s
naïve, objectivist invocation of history against the skepticism and relativism
of poststructuralist criticism. In turn, he traces this view of history to Hegel,
the Hegelian-Marxism of Georg Lukács and Sartre’s existentialist-
Marxism. See Robert Young, White Mythologies (New York: Routledge, ),
pp. –. Said’s work is clearly part of this tradition, but he is no more a
naïve historicist than Foucault is a naïve structuralist or Derrida a naïve phe-
nomenologist. Said has written his own historicist work skeptically, parasit-
ically, and critically into the language of poststructuralism. In the body of
work that Young criticizes, Said is neither poststructuralist nor antipost-
structuralist – although he would later become so, at least rhetorically – but
a complex hybrid. As with the word “reality,” Said’s use of “history” must
be placed in parentheses. It is a political gesture against the unmitigated
skepticism that is so common on the academic left.

 For a persuasive argument that we inevitably construct something as scrip-
ture, see Wesley A. Kort, Take Read (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State
University Press, ).

 Derrida’s criticism looks a lot like the textuality that Said describes as ahis-
torical, weightless, otherworldly, and religious. In contrast, Foucault is con-
cerned with contextuality or discourse, with the historical, social, and
institutional arraignments in which texts are written. Spivak charges Said
with “a profound misapprehension of the notion of textuality.” See Gayatri
Chakravorty Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” in C. Nelson and L.
Grossberg (eds.), Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture (Basingstoke:
Macmillan Education, ), pp. –. Perhaps this is true. True or not,
Said has, apparently, found little reason to amend his comparative praise of
Foucault. Spivak and Said, therefore, disagree, perhaps not as much now as
then, over the long-term usefulness of Derrida and Foucault, with Spivak
preferring the former, Said the latter. Thus he once described Foucault as a
critic who forces texts to reveal their “affiliations with institutions, offices,
agencies, classes, academies, corporations, groups, guilds, ideologically
defined parties and professions . . . and forcibly to redefine and reidentify
the particular interests that all texts serve.” In this earlier incarnation, Said
praises Foucauldian discourse analysis for avoiding the mystifications of
Derridian “undecidability,” what he elsewhere calls “the ‘abysmal’ element
of textuality” (WTC –, , ).

This claim itself might lead some to charge Said with a naïve view of text
and context, reiterating the Derridian claim that there is no context (in the
conventional sense) only another text. But this misses the point of Said’s crit-
icism. But Said is no naïve realist. He does not believe that contexts are
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simply there or “given” or that our access to them is transparent and unme-
diated. Contexts are always constructed with specific purposes and interests
in mind, never absolute, they are always subject to a supplementary
account. To speak of context, therefore, is to signal the need for a different
kind of politics, which may include denying the honorific of “political” to
what one contests. But this is a pragmatic, political judgment, not a strict
epistemological one. For Said, there is no political discourse without the
construction of contexts any more than there is philosophical or critical dis-
course for Derrida without the construction of “quasi-transcendentals.” See
Geoffrey Bennington and Jacques Derrida, Jacques Derrida, trans. Geoffrey
Bennington (University of Chicago Press, ).

 Jacques Derrida, Specters of Marx, trans. Peggy Kamuf (New York: Routledge,
), p. .

 Mark Lilla, “The Politics of Jacques Derrida,” The New York Review :
(), –, suggests that this has always been the case and that American
readers can be excused if they once took this notion too literally and too
absolutely.

 Derrida, Specters of Marx, pp. –.
 Ibid., pp. –.

 :  ,  ,   


 Thomas Jefferson, Notes on the State of Virginia, Query , in A. A. Lipscomb
and A. E. Bergh (eds.), Writings of Thomas Jefferson, (Washington, DC, ),
vol. , p. .

 Romain Rolland (–) was an influential French writer and activist.
The winner of the Nobel prize for literature in , he was a universalist
and a pacifist who opposed the Great War (World War I). In Romain Rolland
and the Politics of Intellectual Engagement (Berkeley, CA: University of California,
), pp. –, David James Fisher describes him “as the key transi-
tional figure in the history of engaged French intellectuals. His mature life
as a writer practically spanned the time between Zola’s Dreyfusard ‘J’accuse’
() and Sartre’s existential formulations about engagement in What Is
Literature? (). He lived through and reflected on every major crisis of the
Third Republic.”

 Stanley Cavell, A Pitch of Philosophy (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, ), pp. xi–xii.

 The account that follows is adopted from a previously published article enti-
tled “Cornel West: Between Rorty’s Rock and Hauerwas’ Hard Place,”
which appeared in American Journal of Philosophy and Theology : (),
–.

 In The Descent of Man, Darwin speculated about the day when the “civilized
races” would exterminate the “savage races” and anthropomorphous apes.
“The [evolutionary] break will then be rendered wider, for it will intervene

Notes to pages ‒ 



between man in some more civilized state . . . than the Caucasian, and some
ape as low as a baboon, instead of as at present between the negro or
Australian and the gorilla.” See George W. Stocking, Race, Culture, and
Evolution (University of Chicago Press, ), pp. , –.

 See Richard Rorty, “Freud and Moral Reflection,” in Essays on Heidegger and
Others (New York: Cambridge University Press, ).

 This does not commit us to Rorty’s radical nominalism or to his misreading
of Dewey’s antinominalism as metaphysical (as in panpsychic) rather than
contextual. This represents a change from a view that I expressed elsewhere.
See Hart, “Cornel West,” –.

 See Henry Levinson, Santayana, Pragmatism, and the Spiritual Life (Chapel Hill,
North Carolina: University of North Carolina Press, ).

 Cornel West, The American Evasion of Philosophy (Madison, WI: The Univer-
sity of Wisconsin Press, ), pp. –. My objections to West’s Kierke-
gaardian commitments are not epistemological. Both of us commend what
he calls the “American evasion of epistemologically centered philosophy.”
Nor are my objections ethico-political. Our political differences are small,
even trivial. Nor do my objections have anything to do with an “ethics of
belief.” I do not question the rationality of West’s views or accuse him of
seeking an irrational escape from unpleasant truths. On the contrary, my
objections are what might be called an “aesthetics of belief.” I do not find
West’s Kierkegaardian views pleasing. Those views do not fit him very well,
given his otherwise pragmatic garb. True, I may suspect that this ill-fit is the
result of self-deception on West’s part, but that is only a hunch, for which I
believe no persuasive, “knockdown” arguments can be made. On epistemo-
logical, ethical, and political grounds, I think that West is entitled to his
views.

 Postliberal refers to those Christian thinkers who, following Karl Barth, react
against the theological liberalism initiated by Friedrich Schleiermacher
in books such as On Religion and The Christian Faith. Following Søren
Kierkegaard and Barth, they emphasize the dogmatic character of Christian
faith.

 But we disagree with James as far as he takes the “fruits” of religious belief
to be unrelated to the causes of those beliefs. See Wayne Proudfoot’s discus-
sion of this matter in chapter  of Religious Experience (Berkeley, CA;
University of California Press, ).

 This is no simple-minded hedonism: what we want is mediated by what we,
free of all moralism, ought to want. Thus I cannot imagine what is good for
me without thinking about what is good for us. I cannot imagine “good”
without pleasure and joy or “bad” without pain and sadness.

 Levinson, Santayana, p. .
 Ibid., p. .
 Ibid., p. .
 Of course, this is a potentially dangerous space, but what space is not? But

this space is not beyond all contestation.
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 A Dewey-inspired “emancipatory social experimentalism” is the center-
piece of West’s version of radical democracy. This thoroughly romantic
view of democratic culture accents human potential and participation.
West speaks frequently about “the populace deliberating” but does not show
how this would take place outside the conventions of democratic liberalism
and the mechanisms of electoral politics, or why we should expect the
results to be different. Creative democracy does not do away with elites.
There will always be elites. They will always circulate in and (hopefully) out
of the corridors of power, or between the ruling class and subdominant
classes. West denies none of this. Under the regime of creative democracy,
however, elites would presumably be held accountable in ways that they cur-
rently are not. West does not provide us with details about how this might
be done, how those institutions would be constructed, and how the virtue
that he commends would be cultivated. He does not provide a credible anal-
ysis of the prospects of creative democracy. He has often argued that the
globalization of market culture systemically constrains radical democratic
efforts. In light of this, it seems unlikely that creative democracy could ever
amount to more than a high-minded version of liberal democratic state-
capitalism, a less bureaucratic version of the welfare state. Under the con-
straints of global markets, even the most “Promethean” of creative
democrats, as a political actor, is hard to distinguish from Rorty’s “postmod-
ern bourgeois liberal.” They occupy the same narrow, political and linguis-
tic space. Thus there is a certain pathos in West’s description of the
prospects for creative democracy. See Richard Rorty’s description of this
kind of democrat in the essay “Postmodernist Bourgeois Liberalism,” in
Objectivity, Relativism, and Truth (New York: Cambridge University Press,
). West provides a critique of this perspective in The American Evasion of
Philosophy. Rorty’s rejoinder can be found in “The Professor and the
Prophet,” Transitions  (), –.

 Steven Rockefeller, John Dewey: Religious Faith and Democratic Humanism (New
York: Columbia University Press, ), p. .

 Benedict de Spinoza, On the Improvement of the Understanding, The Ethics,
Correspondence, trans. R. H. M. Elwes (New York: Dover Publications, Inc.,
), p. .

 See Gilles Deleuze, Spinoza: Practical Philosophy (San Francisco, CA: City
Light Books, ).

 See Nietzsche’s analysis of Socrates in Twilight of the Idols (London: Penguin
Books, ).

 See Geoff Waite’s, Nietzsche’s Corps/e (Durham: Duke University Press,
). It is by far the best Marxist-oriented analysis of Nietzsche and
Nietzscheans, whether “left” or “right.”

 See Michael Novack, The Spirit of Democratic Capitalism (New York: Simon
and Schuster, ), for what I think is a perceptive analysis of socialist angst
and self-image.

 Alexander Nehamas, “A Touch of the Poet,” Raritan: A Quarterly Review 
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(), –. Levinson quotes Nehamas to make his own point. However,
I think the formulation “reluctant bourgeois” is an apt description of many
would-be radical democrats, myself included.

 :   ,   

 Germaine Brie, Camus and Sartre: Crisis and Commitment (New York: Delacorte
Press, ), p. .

 See Conor Cruise O’Brien, Albert Camus: Of Europe and Africa (New York:
Viking Press, ).

 Michel-Antoine Burnier, Choice of Action, trans. Bernard Murchland (New
York: Random House, ), p. .

 Michael Walzer, Exodus and Revolution (New York: Basic Books, ), pp.
–, .

 Ibid., pp. –.
 Ibid., pp. –.
 Ibid., pp. –.
 Ibid., pp. , –.
 Ibid., pp. –.

 Daniel Boyarin and Jonathan Boyarin, “An Exchange on Edward Said and
Difference: Towards a Dialogue with Edward Said,” Critical Inquiry (),
–. Also see Jonathan Boyarin, “Reading Exodus into History,” New
Literary History  (), –.

 Michael Walzer, The Company of Critics (New York: Basic Books, ), p. .
 Ibid., pp. –.
 Michael Walzer, “Albert Camus’s Algerian War,” in The Company of Critics,

p. .
 Ibid., pp. –.
 Ibid., pp. –.
 Said, “Canaanite Reading,” –.
 Michael Walzer and Edward Said, “An Exchange,” –.

  :         
  

 The same method is applied to two of my books, Just and Unjust Wars and
Spheres of Justice, but Said makes such gibberish out of these two that I can’t
believe he ever opened them. He is convinced in any case that they are both
part of the same Zionist strategy. I sometimes wish I were so single-minded!

 Said has his own reading of the text, also designed to serve a political
purpose. I don’t know whether to laugh or cry at his assertion that the
Israelites in Egypt were a “comprador” class. In fact, of course, only
Egyptians could be compradors in Egypt: the word designates the native
agents of outside financial interests. Said probably means to identify the
Israelites with the outside interests – already in control,  years ago, of
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international finance. That’s why they were “the targets of local rage and
frustration,” a nice euphemism for state enslavement.

 Walzer’s Just and Unjust Wars as well as his Spheres of Justice are based on an
extension of that argument into different areas of experience. He calls my
view of those two books “gibberish,” although in the case of the former I
made exactly the point made in nearly every review of the book, in the case
of the latter I quoted Ronald Dworkin, with whom Walzer tried rather
ineffectively to tilt. There is, however, a symptology to be done sometime
later on Walzer’s recurring obsession with “justice” and how, although it
acts “unjustly,” Israel is “just.”

 Here is a sample. It is a description of a play put on at the American
Repertory Theatre in Cambridge: “. . . in which a visiting German busi-
nessman, an American Jewess come as an immigrant, and an Arab
Palestinian find themselves taking refuge in a bomb shelter in Jerusalem
under Arab siege. If there is something a bit startling about the emerging
empathy between the play’s German and its Jew, even less have the univer-
salist prejudices of our culture prepared us for its Arab – a crazed Arab to
be sure, but crazed in the distinctive way of his culture. He is intoxicated by
language, cannot distinguish between fantasy and reality, abhors compro-
mise, always blames others for his predicament, and in the end lances the
painful boil of his frustrations in a pointless, though momentarily gratify-
ing, act of bloodlust. This is a political play and what makes it compelling
is its pessimism, which is to say its truthfulness. We have seen this play’s Arab
in Tripoli and in Damascus, and in recent weeks hijacking a bus to Gaza
and shooting up a street of innocents in Jerusalem. On the Rep. stage he is
a fictional character, of course, but in the real world it is not he but his ‘mod-
erate’ brother who is a figment of the imagination” [May , ].

 Sivan’s article discusses “Edward Said’s Arab critics,” purporting to show
that secular and Left writers in the Arab world are suspicious of me. Aside
from basing his argument on two rather ambiguous cases, Sivan’s article has
little to say about the actual influence of my work in the Arab world, the
positive effects it has had, and so on. His two prime examples are, one, a dis-
credited Syrian “philosopher” who works directly for the Syrian régime and
whose analysis of Orientalism rests on the assumption that I work for the CIA;
and two, a Lebanese writer who lives in the United States and has no known
constituency or readership in the Arab world. These inflections are missing
from Sivan’s solemn reporting of “the Arab world”! Needless to say, Sivan
does not report how either of these writers views Israel; that will furnish him
with evidence of “Arab anti-Semitism” in his next article. In going after me,
he does not require that evidence!
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