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ABSTRACT 

The effort of this thesis is to use an anthropologically non-traditional subject, written literature, to 

comparatively explore a cross-cultural condition, exile. In justifying the use of written literature in 

anthropological enterprises, 1 contend that we are unnecessarily constrained by assumptions we 

have inherited regarding the concept of culture, the consequence of which has been the denial 

to literature of a constitutive rote in the making of social life and history. Literary narrative can be 

culturally constitutive, as is exemplified by the three authors considered here. 
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Anthropologists frequently debate among themselves about the proper objects of study 

of their discipline, a discipline which is considered to be the most scientific of the humanities and, 

at the same time, the most humanistic of the sciences (Brady 1991:3). Acknowledging the 

extreme diversity of the discipline and the consequent possible ranges of objects of study, not 

to mention the interdisciplinary alignment of much anthropology, it seems more useful to discuss 

the objective of anthropologically-oriented enterprises. In choosing written literature as an 

anthropological object of study, one assumes that written narratives are a valuable tool in 

discerning aspects of a people's culturally-constructed ideas and behaviors. Jameson (1981) 

views narrative as an all-informing process (in terms of ideology, history, cultural production, and 

so on). Further, he sees narrative as being the central function of instance of the human mind. 

Written literature is a cultural text; through the work of an individual, another perspective on social, 

culturally-informed and culturally-informing experience is effected. 

Although anthropology has concerned itself more frequently with oral narratives than it 

has with written, more and more anthropologists are concerning themselves with a cultural 

analysis of written texts and literatures. Written texts, and not just the valuable texts of history and 

the archives, are viable objects of anthropological study. Take, for example, the recent works of 

Clifford and Marcus (1986) and Marcus and Fischer (1986) which explore the textual and political 

aspects of ethnographies. Ethnographies are now, within anthropology, being treated as literary 

texts. I propose a similar enterprise, one which takes seriously the anthropological significance 

of literary narrative and one which admits the culturally constitutive character of literature, in this 

case how it individually and collectively transforms the experience of exile. This will be illustrated 

through the works of three writers, Anton Shammas, Salman Rushdie, and Czeslaw Milosz, all of 

whom have experienced different forms of political exile. Exile has been chosen as the common, 

unifying condition out of which these authors' texts arise because, although it is perhaps a less 
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obvious choice than other anthropological issues, it is a prevelant and pressing issue with which 

millions of people must contend. It is also a rich site from which to consider the ways people 

repsond to a significant challenge to their identity. 

Some attention will be given to recent explorations of the largely tentative relationship 

between anthropology and literature (Benson 1990; Dennis and Aycock 1989; Poyatos 1988). 

Most of the contributions to these collections suffer from a dearth of adequate theoretical 

framework with which to consider the link between literature and anthqrpology. To this end I offer 

theoretical possibilities which argue for and discuss the consequences of the inescapably social 

component of expressive arts. These stances come out of work by theorists such as Mikhail 

Bakhtin, Raymond Williams, Stuart Hall, Theodor Adorno, and Walter Benjamin. With these ideas 

in mind, an analysis of various writings of Shammas, Rushdie, and Milosz is offered to suggest 

how they publicly attest to the possession over self that society and the state exercise, in these 

cases specifically by forcing people into a life of exile in an attempt to strip them of much of the 

foundation of their identity and in order to make them less threatening. But these writers respond 

in a forceful, and at times also unwitting, manner to the challenge of a negation of being by 

constructing, in a sense, form out of formlessness. Moreover, they challenge the hegemonic 

powers that be and, because their work assumes an audience, they have the potential to affect 

peoples' social and cultural experience. Literature is culturally-informed as well as culturally-

informing. From its culturally-informed context it can emerge to offer culturally-informing 

transformative possibilities. Transformations are possible because literature mediates the present 

conditions of social life with the subjective experience of it. 

Before getting into a discussion of the works of Shammas, Rushdie, and Milosz, some 

important considerations will be made regarding the condition of exile, recent explorations of the 

link between anthrpology and literature, and theoretical possibilities with which to look at literature 

anthropologically. 
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EXILE 

The experience of exile is an undoubtedly prevalent and ever-recurring condition in the 

human experience. There are many kinds of exile (self-imposed! political, economic, internal). 

Milosz (1988) describes the experience of exile, based on his experience, as an oppression 

brought on by the anxiety of indefiniteness. Additionally he reflects that the experience of exile 

has been especially prevalent in this century. Lagos-Pope (1988) too believes that perhaps more 

than any other period in history, the twentieth century has been witness to more forced 

displacements of people than ever before. This is a questionable assertion in terms of 

anthropology's perspective on the history and pre-history of humankind. Lagos-Pope, however, 

does not feel she is exaggerating, perhaps because her experience is rooted in Latin America 

where, she says, exile has become not only "a fact of life and a literary theme, but [also] a 

leitmotiv of Latin American reality and literature* (1988:8). The prevalence of Latin Americans in 

exile is such that journals exist which are devoted to exiled writers, such as Literatura Chilena en 

Exilio, a literary magazine devoted to addressing the needs and publishing the works of exiled 

Chilean writers. 

The definitions of exile are as various as are anthropology's definitions of culture. Alicia 

Partnoy, who recently edited a collection of writings by 35 Latin American women in exile, defines 

exile as the forced departure from a person's homeland due to attacks or threats to her life, her 

family, or her work* (Partnoy 1988:14). Partnoy, an exile herself, found that her definition was 

challenged by many of the contributors to her volume. Many of the women with whom she 

corresponded raised the issue of internal exile, in which people are unable to leave their country 

and must exist in silence and fear, essentially banished in their homeland. And some women 

spoke in terms of entire countries in exile: 

Chile is in exile from itself, the country has departed from itself.... Internal and external 
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exile are just the results of that general negation of being, negation produced by the 
dictatorship and economic and cultural dependence. (Vicufia in Partnoy 1988:15) 

Exile is in some instances "as much metaphor as it is material experience" (Broe and Ingram 

1989:4). When the term, exile, starts acquiring such all-inctusiveness, it is not a far jump to say 

with confidence that every human being is in some way exiled. 

This thesis, however, is not an exercise in existential philosophizing about the prevalence 

of alienation. Nonetheless, Vicuna's statement contains within it the recognition of an essentia! 

aspect of exile, that is, the experience of a general negation of being. Said (1985) talks about this 

in terms of the difficult case of Israel: To be a non-Jew in Palestine is first of all to be marked 

negatively .... the routine and by now orthodox view of the Palestinians is that they are not a 

people but rather only persons who are Arab, as if the threshold for a positive national identity 

had not yet been crossed' (Said 1985:43). Anton Shammas, who "defines himself as someone 

unable to decide whether Israel represents homeland or exile" (Hever 1987:50), produces in his 

recent novel, Arabesques, a masterful response to the situation Said describes. 

The writers considered in this thesis face the sense of a negation of being and the anxiety 

of indefiniteness in their writings with assertions of being, explorations of negotiated identity, and 

criticisms and reconstructions of their contexts. Writing is essential in the formulation of their 

complex identities. Moreover, they challenge the circumstances of their exile and their words 

have transformative power. What they create, which arises partially out of their experience of 

exile, has transformative repercussions individually and collectively, and is thus anthropologically 

significant. Literature, in these cases, maps the adaptive, creative, and transformative responses 

engendered by loss. It is one site of the changes with which anthropology concerns itself, 

changes in identity (individual, ethnic, and national), world view, ideology, history, and so on. 

These, however, are not the goals of all other work concerned with exploring the relationship 

between literature and anthropology, which is a recent endeavor in general. What follows is a 
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DISCUSSION OF VARIOUS EFFORTS AT 
LINKING ANTHROPOLOGY AND LITERATURE 

There are several recent contributions to the exploration of the linkage between 

anthropology and literature (e.g., Benson 1990; Dennis and Aycock 1989; Poyatos 1988). All of 

these collections are edited volumes. As a result, they all suffer from lack of over-arching 

theoretical framework. Dennis and Aycock's introduction, for example, is comprised of one 

paragraph of very casual, general information, followed with a chapter by chapter summary of the 

book and its contributing authors. Any theory or justification of the link between anthropology and 

literature is left to the contributing authors and readers to make. 

Poyatos's (1988) interesting, but limited, volume grew out of a conference organized by 

the editor. It is more explicit than Dennis and Aycock regarding what it is anthropology can gain 

from a partnership with literature. Poyatos broadly divides the contributions of the book's fourteen 

authors into four areas: 

(a) those which attempt to determine the epistemology and the propedeutics of literary 
anthropology, by defining its possible areas and subareas in subject matter, either in a 
purely theoretical approach, but also suggesting a methodology, or combining the 
development of certain premises with their application to specific narrative works; (b) 
those which take as subject matter the national tales and novels of four different cultures; 
(c) those which explore the anthropological-social implications of secular works and the 
Bible in three rural cultures; and (d) a development of literary anthropology through two 
different genres, autobiographical works and novels about voyages." (Poyatos 1988:xvi) 

Poyatos then goes on to bemoan the neglectful relationship anthropology has had with literature. 

But what he wants to glean from what he terms a literary anthropology has veiy little to do with 

the constitution of meaning and identity; rather, he is almost entirely concerned with using 

literature to help anthropology reconstruct concrete, external behaviors. He wants to use the 

verbal to apprehend the non-verbal and is thus more interested in what people do then he is in 

what they say, think, and feel. If he were an archaeologist, a reconstruction of behavior and 
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material culture might be all he could hope for in his interpretation of data, but when working with 

the rich world of written texts, the interpretive possibilities are not limited to what is observable in 

the external world. Poyatos overlooks so many interpretive possibilities in terms of the internal 

world of writers that his enterprise becomes entirely disappointing and it does not offer much of 

substance to an anthropology of literature. 

Fortunately, Poyatos's bizarre readings of the possibilities inherent in the crosscutting of 

anthropology and literature are not entirely shared by the other contributors to the volume, 

although throughout the collection much acclaim is heaped on the objective and empirical 

elements available to an interpretation of written texts. This distinction between subjective and 

objective elements, and the ranking of their relative importance in this collection, is 

overemphasized and moreover obscures other issues which involve both the subjective and 

objective elements of experience. This conventional division, along with many other such 

dichotomies (e.g., between fact and fiction, substructure and superstructure), should not be 

eternalized and indeed would serve us better if it were collapsed into itself, and we instead 

focused on the mediations of subjective and objective. This is a general orientation of the 

Frankfurt School scholars who were concerned with exposing what is false, or more correctly put, 

reified, about the conventional dichotomies that pervade our constructions of and perspectives 

on the world. For example, they called into question the emphases commonly placed on divisions 

such as those perceived between philosophy and science, spirit and matter, subject and object. 

As a result, people such as Adorno, Horkheimer, and Benjamin argued for the importance of 

mediation in social processes. 

Some of the chapters in Poyatos's collection are concerned with issues such as 

constructions and transformations in individual, ethnic, and national identities, and many of the 

authors take a semiotic approach to texts, and view the literary medium as a mediation of social 

and individual. But many authors limit themselves to ascertaining behavior-in-the-world through 
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its corroboration in texts. 

One of the least constrained contributors in this collection, Thomas G. Winner, offers an 

interesting exploration of Czech identity as it is exemplified in a "revolutionary novel" written in the 

early 1920s by Jaroslav Hasek. Winner defines the revolutionary novel as "a repository of a 

multitude of transformed cultural elements, from the language to the general cultural attitudes and 

value systems" (Winner 19B8:61). In this chapter, "Literature as a Source for Anthropological 

Research: The Case of Jaroslav Hasek's Good Soldier Svej'k, Winner looks at the linguistic 

innovations of the main character, Svejk, as well as a diglossia in the novel created by Hasek's 

contrasting of written and spoken dialects. This diglossia has been in place since the early 

seventeenth century, when the Czech people were first subject to the domination of the Austrian 

empire. The Czech language survived and developed since this time, but in an almost entirely 

oral form. It remained as the vernacular of the countryside and the less priveleged urbanites. In 

the meantime the bureaucratic, intellectual, and aristocratic languages were either German, 

French, or Latin. A sharp division between written and oral forms was observed in literary 

expression, to the extent that persons whom one would usually expect to hear speaking 

vernacular Czech were represented speaking according to the norms of official written language. 

Hasek's novel is revolutionary in its mediation of this diglossia between written and spoken 

dialects. The main character's urban slang is presented as it is would have been spoken, and 

Svejk, moreover, is everything a folk hero and soldier is not. Hasek here has defied literary 

norms, and by extension social norms, in his codification of vernacular Czech. "Defiance of 

society includes defiance of its language" (Adorno in Jay 1973:176). An unusual and impressive 

defiance of language will be discussed later in terms of Shammas's novel written in Hebrew. 

Winner, however, compromises the possibilities of a literary anthropology by stating that, 

yes, novels and other forms of literature can serve as a source of information on cultural values, 

changes, and identities, but only secondarily. He is haunted by empirical guilt, and he makes the 
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qualification that as a document, field notes are superior. The faith in document and social 

science again undermines the possibilities of a literary anthropology. 

In much of his work, Foucault generally comments on the problem of document in terms 

of people's will to and investment in perceived "truth" and by extension, power. Gradations of 

discourse types are associated with shifting differentiations in power and authority in relation to 

each other. As a result, the documents of the various academic disciplines seem to have more 

of a claim on truth than do the •chance" elements of the individualistic expressions of literary 

discourse (Foucault 1970). Foucault helps deconstruct notions of authority which pervade, 

among other areas, academic enterprises. He demonstrates the reasons behind the often 

hesitant stance taken by social scientists who are working with less "authoritative" sources of 

information such as literary productions. 

Dennis and Aycock's (1989) collection, despite its limitations, contains more insightful 

examples of the potentials existing in the link between anthropology and literature. Some of the 

more compelling chapters concern Caribbean literature as a cultural text, explicating its 

relationship to the construction of identity (e.g., Michael V. Angrosino, "Identity and Escape in 

Caribbean Literature," and John Stewart, "The Literary Work as Cultural Document: A Caribbean 

Case"). Stewart's study of two Trinidadian authors' works, published forty years apart, claims that 

in the postcolonial world, where third world societies are facing the daunting task of reshaping 

themselves, the literary text is as reliable a document of social and cultural critique as is the social 

science monograph, if not moreso. In these two fictions, the presentations of social, racial, and 

cultural relationships contain within them critical commentaries on existing structures, as well as 

hope because liberating possibilities are believed to exist within the historical situation. Stewart 

links these authors' modes of presentation with Victor Turner's ideas of "social drama" in terms 

of "the revelatory profile... in which the dialectic between persistence and change in social life is 

highlighted" (Stewart 1989:97). Stuart Hall would cite these two works of fiction as emblematic 



of the ongoing 'cultural dialectic" in which dominant and dominated peoples fight over the 

meaning of cultural objects, in the hopes that cultural transformations will be made in their favor. 

Although a much-improved example of an anthropological use of literature, Stewart's pervasive 

use of the word document for literary texts Is problematic. Its implications are too legal, binding, 

and deterministic, and implicity focused on the false dichotomy between fact and fiction. 

James Clifford (1988:175-181) has also focused on the transformative elements of certain 

Caribbean literature, namely that of Aime C^saire, the poet who coined the term negritude. 

Cfesaire's neologisms are of particular interest to Clifford, who delves into the political aspects of 

the poet's word coinage. Bakhtin would have viewed such neologisms as indicative of new 

voices/new consciousness emerging out of the Caribbean context. Clifford links Cfesaire's 

experience to those of 'marooned societies' which have had to remake culture and history after 

having been exiled as a result of the dehumanizing displacements engendered by the slave trade. 

Cfcsaire makes rebellion and the remaking of culture - the historical maroon experience 
-- into a verb. A necessary new verb names the New World poetics of continuous 
transgression and cooperative cultural activity .... Fugitive slaves who created culture in 
the swamps of the Guianas represented distinct African traditions. Living together, they 
took over, used, and altered one another's customs, words, and pasts. So Cfesaire, born 
in Martinique, involves incidents of Haitian history ... while pressing a poetic radicalism 
derived from Rimbaud and surrealism. The final lines of "The Ve.rb 'Maronner" are 
scattered with words and place names from West Africa, France, Hispanic America, Brazil, 
and Haiti. Cfesaire veers among the traditions that history has offered to and imposed on 
a Caribbean identity. (181) 

Like the literature of Shammas, Rushdie, and Milosz, C&saire's writing is very much concerned 

with the issues arising when one tries to negotiating among the various components of one's 

complex identities, which is compounded by the migratory or exile experience. 

In the other chapter in Dennis and Aycock focused on Caribbean issues, Angrosino, who 

also has a chapter in Benson's 1990 volume on anthropology and literature, discusses the unique 

problems inherent in the efforts to construct a Caribbean national identity. He discusses 

Naipaulian literatures of escape, Aime C&saire and the negritude movement, and several other 
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genres. Angrosino's interesting discussion of these various schools' efforts at constructing viable, 

meaningful identities for themselves is compromised greatly by his poor choice of theoretical 

framework. He individualizes the collective, and hence homogenizes and demeans their 

experience, by using Erik Erikson's model of child development to claim that the Caribbean is 

experiencing a prolonged adolescence. 

Also worth considering is Elizabeth Fernea's study of a modern Middle Eastern novel in 

her chapter 'The Case of Sitt Marie Rose: An Ethnographic Novel from the Middle East.' In this 

chapter, Fernea contends that Etel Adnan's novel, Sitt Marie Rose, which is based on an historical 

event, can be considered and used as an ethnographic novel. There are problems with Fernea's 

definition of what constitutes an ethnographic novel, which she describes as "a text that, in the 

course of telling a fictional story, creates setting, characters, and action that the audience judges 

to be authentic in terms of a particular cultural, social, or political situation* {Fernea 1989:153). 

Her use of the term •authentic* is problematic. For instance, how can an audience's judgement 

be determined and, moreover, how does one account for audiences who are unfamiliar with a 

novel's context when it is the audience who is supposed to judge authenticity. Despite this, her 

insightful discussion of Adnan's novel and the suggestion that it can reveal to readers outside the 

Middle East how traditional views of women and their roles in society are being challenged and 

criticized deserves mention. 

Some of the more compelling studies in Dennis and Aycock's collection, however, are 

based on rather dubious theoretical frameworks. Many of the chapters are amateurish and merely 

descriptive. Several of the contributions are within the humanistic anthropology tradition which 

encourages the creative literary output of anthropologists, along the lines of Dennis Tedlock and 

Dan Rose. Such a tradition has a long history in anthropology, going back at least as far as 

Oliver LaFarge's popular novel, Laughing Boy, a story concerned with the relationships among 

Navajo, Utes, and Anglos. In my view, such enterprises have their value but should not be an 
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academic subject of concern, but rather an aside and a hobby which ought to be kept apart from 

attempts at more rigorous types of linkage between literature and anthropology. 

Benson's 1990 collection, Conversations in Anthropology: Anthropology and Literature, 

continues the recent exploration of anthropology's relation to literature. In his introduction to the 

volume, Edward Bruner views the common concerns of the volume's diverse contributions as lying 

primarily in their shared general concern with ethnographic wilting. Moreover, he adds that in 

anthropology's present restructuring of how it writes ethnography, more possibilities are open 

regarding not only genres of writing style but also subject matter. Abu-Lughod (1989) echoes this 

when she talks about how anthropological theorizing and its categories are culture bound, 

historically specific, and politically charged. She suggests an unsettling of the boundaries which 

influence our research and an expansion of our subject matter. 

Adding some less obviously 'anthropological' issues, often pressing ones that people live 
with, to those on which we work, we might try to consider such things as state violence 
and repression, class inequalities, consumerism, military occupation, changing politics of 
gender and sexuality, migration, exile, and work, to name just a few. (Abu-Lughod 
1989:300) 

Written literature's texts are part of this expanded subject matter, along with indigenous 

ethnographies, popular music, love poetry, and other creative enterprises. 

Michael Angrosino, in his Caribbean-focused work, has looked at a variety of expressive 

forms in terms of the how they influence and enhance ethnic and national consciousness. He 

has, for example, looked at Caribbean poetry, fiction, drama, music, and oral history: 

The need for such symbolic affirmation of identity has deepened in the past two decades 
as the pace of migration - from smaller to larger islands/territories, and from the 
Caribbean itself to Europe and North America - has increased. (Angrosino in Benson 
1990:77) 

The displacement of migration threatens and makes vulnerable a people's sense of 

identity. The experience usually causes people to express symbolic affirmations of identity. For 

this reason Angrosino finds various oral and written literatures extremely valuable in his research 
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on the negotiated and changing aspects of identity for Caribbean peoples. (Salman Rushdie's 

novels are also concerned with changing aspects of identity in migrant populations. Also, Anton 

Shammas emphasizes the important influence that both oral and written literary forms have had 

on his development as an individual and as a writer.) Like Winner's discussion of the 

revolutionary aspects of Hasek's novel, language is a key site in the negotiation of national 

identity. Williams, Bakhtin, Adorno, and Benjamin would all corroborate with Winner and 

Angrosino on this point. Caribbean speakers of vernacular have called theirs the "national 

language" and there is much debate over whether or not it should be written or remain solely oral. 

Angrosino's chapter is partially concerned with the problems that these speakers of the 

vernacular, mostly oral "national language* face when dealing with issues involved in asserting 

national consciousness. Similar issues regarding language and national identity are addressed 

in Antofi Shammas's novel, Arabesques, as well as in the general corpus of Salman Rushdie's 

work. Just as some critics refer to Shammas's use of Hebrew as a •deterritorialization' of the 

language (Hever 1987:70), Rushdie's inventiveness in English is referred to as a "decolonization 

of the English language11 (Fischer and Abedi 1990:109). More specifically, Rushdie "decolonizes" 

English by "expanding its richness and flexibility, infusing it with new rhythms, new histories, new 

angles.... And, of course, such play nowadays is not limited to the English from the Subcontinent: 

Africa, the Caribbean, and eslewhere are also contributing their resources" (Fischer and Abedi 

1990:150). 

The three collections on anthropology and literature just discussed are indicative of the 

recent openness in anthropology, dubbed by Marcus and Fischer an "experimental moment," 

which is allowing the discipline to explore both different styles of ethnographic writing and non-

traditional research sites. My effort here is to use a non-traditional anthropological subject, written 

literature, to comparatively explore a cross-culture condition, exile. Part of my effort is to justify 

the anthropological use of written literature. My contention is that we have held back on using 
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material such as written literature because we have been constrained by inherited assumptions 

we have regarding concepts such as •culture," 'literature," and 'art.' As a result, we tend not to 

identify or emphasize the inescapably social component of expressive arts. 

As mentioned earlier, the edited collections on anthropology and literature suffer from lack 

of an overarching theoretical framework. To this end three general perspectives are offered from 

which it is appropriate, as well as productive, to approach an anthropological use of literature. 

These three perspectives derive from Raymond Williams and Stuart Hall of the cultural studies 

school, Theodor Adorno, Max Horkheimer, and Walter Benjamin of the Frankfurt School, and from 

Mikhail Bakhtin, the Russian literary scholar. 

THEORETICAL POSSIBILITIES 

The de-emphasis of the intensely social component of expressive arts is largely due to 

our inheritance of historically formulated notions of culture and literature that restrict our 

understanding, use, and interpretation of works of literature. Processes of canonization and the 

categorization of forms, such as "poetry" and "novel," have resulted in the institutionalized and 

seemingly authoritative theories with which we evaluate works of art and literature. It is my 

contention that certain approaches to cultural phenomena, many of them "neo-Marxist," transcend 

certain dominant and frozen aspects of literary criticism and anthropology and their ideas about 

culture which we have inherited, from certain aspects of our intellectual history, such as 

Enlightenment thinking and late nineioenth century positivism. The approaches considered here 

which transcend many frozen notions of culture include the works of Raymond Williams, Stuart 

Hall, Mikhail Bakhtin, Max Horkheimer, Walter Benjamin, and Theodor Adorno. None of these 

theorists are anthropologists but they all have much to say to anthropology; they are 

overwhelmingly concerned with the interactions and mutual influences occurring among 

individuals in cultural and social contexts and with what the nature and mechanisms of individual, 
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Czeslaw Milosz, one of the writers about whom there will be more shortly. It is also interesting 

to note that many of these theorists, such as Bakhtin, Hall, Horkheimer, Adorno, and Benjamin 

were forced to live in exile for much of their lives. It seems not coincidental that, as exiles, they 

all were concerned with what they perceived to be the symbiotic relationship that exists between 

literature and the social world. For many of the writers and theorists discussed in this thesis, 

writing becomes a kind of refuge when many of the familiar, concrete aspects of their existence 

have been wrest from them as a result of forced departures from their former homes. Rushdie 

has said that at times, it feels as though 

the only place that I can really find the sense of home is, so to speak, inside language 
.... when I'm inhabiting the language is where I actually feel more myself than at other 
times. So, as it were, the act of writing becomes home. (Rushdie in Bourne, Eichler, and 
Herman 1987:61) 

In the process of being educated we are taught only certain ways to approach literature, 

and this is largely due to limitations inherent in Western philosophy's historically formulated 

notions surrounding what we perceive to be culture and literature. Usually literature is taught with 

more attention given to stylistics and aesthetics than to social context, "a situation in which only 

individual and period-bound overtones of a style are the privileged subjects of study, while ... 

basic social tone is ignored" (Bakhtin 1981:259). An overemphasis, even a reification, of individual 

creativity and the idea that art is somehow above the base concerns of existence are components 

of this limiting and dominant approach to literature, both among writers and critics. Also, as has 

been frequently reiterated in the literature on state formation, educational institutions are important 

keys to the success of nation-building and state formation. Literature thus is taught with 

nationalistic aims in mind. Students are taught their national literature, the heroes of the pen 

(there are very few heroines), as well as literature from other parts of the world that are somehow 

pertinent to and corroborate the supposedly transcendent truths imbued in their national literature. 



There arises a kind of "coercive orthodoxy* (Said 1990) which emphasizes the identity of the state, 

whose authoritative border-drawing extends to the classrooms, even in terms of what is taught 

in literature classes. 

Said describes the discipline of literary criticism, then, as having been organized 

according to two emphases, that is, (1) literature as 'high* culture, in which autonomous works 

are analyzed stylistically according to one or another frozen genre and (2) literature as an arm 

of the state in which the literature chosen to be studied in schools adheres to nationalistic 

canonical aims. 

For those of us involved in literature, our education has for the most part been organised 
under various rubrics - the creative writer, the self-sufficient and autonomous work, the 
national literature, the separate genres -- that have acquired almost fetishistic presence. 
(Said 1990:12) 

My concern here will be to briefly describe how we have come to this idea of works of 

literature as being autonomous pieces of "high* culture, interesting mainly in their stylistic aspects, 

which is what Bakhtin calls 'poetics in the narrow sense.' Also, in terms of the nationalist uses 

of literature, the writers considered here bear witness to challenges and redefinitions posed by 

literature to conventional national identity in variously subversive and transformative ways. This 

latter issue will be discussed in later sections dealing specifically with Shammas, Milosz, and 

Rushdie. 

History of "Culture' 

In order to understand how literature has come to be categorized as passive culture, a 

role which essentially deprives it of any constitutive power, a brief historical etymology of the 

concept, culture, is offered. It is to Raymond Williams that this explanation is indebted. He has 

been especially insightful in his explication of the evolution of many key concepts that underlay 

Western thought in works such as Marxism and Literature and Keywords (1977; 1976). Williams 
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wants to develop a successful Marxist literary theory, but the theoretical apparatus at present is 

lacking, basically because the realm of culture, In terms of art and literature, has been relegated 

to a superstrucural position. He elaborates this problem of supersturcutre in the works just 

mentioned as well as in Problems in Materialism (1980). 

The term, culture, according to Williams (1976) Is one of the most complicated words in 

the English language. It has had a long and still difficult interaction with many other terms, 

including the terms civilization and society. In the early eighteenth century the terms culture and 

civilization were quite distinct from one another. Culture was then a noun of process, used to talk 

about the culture or cultivation of something. The concept civilization in the early eighteenth 

century was very much linked with philosophical tenets of the enlightenement, such as an 

emphasis on secular and progressive human self-development (Williams 1976:48). Also, Williams 

claims there are two historically linked senses of civilization. First is civilization as an achieved 

state (in contrast to barbarism); second is civilization as an achieved state of development 

(implying historical process and progress). Again, this is emblematic of the historical rationality 

of the enlightenment; civilization was seen only in its most positive, progressive, and evolutionary 

sense. At the time it was believed that history had culminated in an achieved state, namely, the 

metropolitan civilizations of England and France. We should be reminded here of Benjamin's 

famous dictum that "there is no document of civilization which is not at the same time a document 

of barbarism." Said interprets this statement as a warning that "sinister relationships and 

partnerships* pervade every aspect of our work as academicians. 

While we should quite correctly admire both the material as well as the achievements of, 
say, Rushdie's work, as part of a significant formulation within the general field of 
Commonwealth literature, we should be just as willing at the same time to note with what 
it is encumbered or to put it more precisely, how the particularly aesthetically valuable 
work of our time is strikingly also a part of threatening, or coercive, or deeply anti-literary, 
anti-intellectual formations. (Said 1990:7) 

Williams contends that by the late eighteenth century civilization and culture had become 
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interchangeable terms. Both of them carried in their conceptions the double sense of an 

achieved state as well as an achieved state of development. The first significant and divergent 

sense of this notion of culture came from Rousseau, who attacked what he saw as the superficial 

nature of civilization; he viewed "external' properties such as politeness and luxury as being 

contradictory to more human needs and impulses. Rousseau's attack was the basis for the first 

important sense of culture with which we deal today. That first alternative sense of culture is 

seen, more specifically, as 

a process of •inner" or "spiritual" as distinct from "external" development. The primary 
effect of this alternative was to associate culture with religion, art, the family, and personal 
life, as distinct from or actually opposed to "civilization" or "society," in its new abstract and 
general sense. (Williams 1977:14) 

Rousseau, and subsequently the Romantic movement attacked civilization in its assumed 

external sense, seeing culture as the realm of internal life, subjectivity, and creativity. We see here 

how the form of culture that today includes literature first got cut off from any explicit connection 

to the material and political conditions of life. It was abstracted, taken out of public context, so 

to speak, and placed in the personal sphere. A dichotomy of culture developed based on 

oppositions between private/public, internal/external, abstract/concrete, and other such pairings. 

At first religion as well as the arts were included in this sense of culture as inner 

development (religious systems of order had been challenged by civilization) but the religious 

element gradually became secularized and replaced with a kind of metaphysics of subjectivity. 

Milosz and Rushdie both talk about the consequences of this replacement of religion with the 

subjectivity of the arts. Art and literature (in the sense of generalized, abstracted culture) came 

to be seen as "the deepest record, the deepest impulse, and the deepest resource of the 'human 

spirit'." (Williams 1977:15) The human spirit in this sense is seen as being completely divorced 

from and independent of the secular world. 

Civilization, a term which initially implied only a positive state, came to carry more 
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ambiguous connotations during the rapid rise of industrialized society. Culture too underwent the 

development of an alternative conception. The development in the late eighteenth century of 

Williams' second sense of culture with which we deal today is the more anthropological notion 

of the term, that of distinct cultures as a whole ways of life. Here attention should be brought to 

the fact that the development of the second, more public, external, and concrete sense of culture 

existed and continues to exist in tension with the first, more private, internal, and subjective sense 

of culture, just described, which came out of Rousseau's attack on civilization. 

This brief description of the historical formulation of culture demonstrates the fact that 

there are two senses of culture which exist in tension today: (1) an individual, internal sense 

aligned with the realm of expressive arts, commonly referred to as 'high' culture or art (a qualifier 

betraying the compartmentalizing of this sense of the term to a superstructural position, where 

it exists"apart from the base substructure), and (2) a social sense aligned with rationality and 

human science. This discussion is meant to demonstrate how the operation and manifestation 

of (one version of) our inherited intellectual history has denied the concept of culture, in the sense 

that refers to expressive arts, a constitutive role in the making of social life and history, because 

culture is seen either as aesthetics or science, subjective or objective. All three of the writers to 

be discussed are good examples of the fallaciousness of dichotomizing culture into, for example, 

its subjective and objective elements 

The revisions of culture's role have arrived through various schools of thought, including 

the subalternists, cultural studies school, critical theory, and others who, in a sense, have put 

people back into the making of history and culture, and have presented culture as a battleground 

where struggles for power take place (warfare metaphors after Gramsci). Hall, of the cultural 

studies school, refers to this process as the cultural dialectic in which there is a continuous 

•tension (relationship, influence and antagonism)' (Hall 1981:235) between dominant and 

dominated over cultural objects, signs which signify power. It is a fight over meaning and it is 
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within culture that transformations are made, sometimes favoring the dominant groups, sometimes 

the dominated. Rushdie's recent novel (1990c), written and published during his current exile, 

is an extremely explicit illustration of this dynamic, because the story's concern is with characters 

engaged in an allegorical fight over access to and control of culture. The struggle is presented 

as one of very high stakes and nearly insurmountable obstacles for the story's underdogs. The 

main focus of the cultural dialectic, Hall says, "is the relation between culture and questions of 

hegemony" (Hall 1981:235). The scholars hailing from the Frankfurt School have similar ideas 

about culture as a dynamic site of transformations in power. 

The Frankfurt School's Critical Theory 

Like the cultural studies school with which Williams and Hall are associated, the Frankfurt 

School sought to reinvigorate Marxism, in large part by returning to and reintegrating the Hegelian 

roots of Marxism. This recovery of the Hegelian roots of Marxism was sought because the 

scientists, positivistic approach of the late 1800s had coopted Hegel's philosophy, a combination 

which lent to marxist analysis a set of scientific pretensions, eventually leading to its degeneration 

into a kind of metaphysics, referred to now as "vulgar marxism.' Similarly, the conception of 

culture was affected by the prevailing positivism of the late 1800s, further emphasizing two senses 

of cultural, the scientific/concrete and the humanistic/abstract. 

For the Frankfurt School theorists, such as Max Horkheimer, Theodor Adorno, Walter 

Benjamin, and Leo Lowenthal, the importance of Hegel lay in the fact that his "stress on 

consciousness as constitutive of the world challenged the passive materialism of the Second 

International's theorists. Here non-Marxist thinkers like Croce and Dilthey had laid the 

groundwork, by reviving philosophical interest in Hegel before the war* (Jay 1973:42). On some 

level then the Frankfurt School was a return to the concerns of the Left Hegelians (with whom 

Marx was associated). In addition to the stress on consciousness as constitutive of the world, 
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they were also very much interested in Hegel's dialectical method and in exploring the idea that 

social transformations could occur through human praxis. But they disagreed with some 

fundamental aspects of Hegel's philosophy, namely his metaphysical idea that absolute truth 

exists and his ontological idea that 'all knowledge is self-knowledge of the infinite subject - in 

other words that an identity exists between subject and object, mind and matter, based on the 

ultimate primacy of the absolute subject' (Jay 1973:46-47), As an aside, Milosz claims that in his 

role of poet-philosopher, he is forever searching for an ever-elusive reality. He is searching for 

something he wants to exist but which he acknowledges might not exist. Milosz is more Hegelian 

in this sense than is the Frankfurt School, even though he does not say he believes absolute truth 

exists. But, like the Frankfurt School, he is much concerned with history and the strategies to 

authority of totalitarianism and fascism. 

In answer to the criticisms of Hegel just mentioned, the Frankfurt School held that there 

is no absolute truth and no absolute knowledge, and they posited a theory of nonidentity. In a 

sense, their theory of nonidentity denies more than it asserts. It is a decided reluctance to affirm 

the possibility of the complete identity of subject and object as Hegel expressed it, but also the 

Frankfurt School rejected a strict dualistic opposition between subject and object, Descartes' 

legacy, in which reason is reduced to its subjective dimension. What is of ultimate importance 

to the Frankfurt School's critical theory is the interplay between subject and object, between 

individuals and the world. They were not concerned in postulating ontological first principles, 

such as figuring out whether it was the subjective or objective elements of reality which functioned 

as true, motivating first principles. The dichotomy between subject and object is a false one. This 

is why the dialectical method is so important to their critical theory: "Dialectics probed the "force-

field," to use an expression of Adorno's, between consciousness and being, subject and object. 

It did not, indeed could not, pretend to have discovered ontological first principles. It rejected the 

extremes of nominalism and realism and remained willing to operate in a perpetual state of 
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suspended judgment* (Jay 1973:54). 

This emphasis on mediation, on exploring the dynamics of the force-field," illuminates the 

reciprocal, symbiotic relationship they saw existing between, for example, cultural phenomena and 

the socio-economic base. The vulgar marxists, on the other hand, took a reductionist approach 

to superstructure phenomena, like the expressive arts, in saying it was derived from the 

substructural, economic base. As Horkheimer and his colleagues argued, culture was never 

epiphenomenal nor was it ever fully autonomous. 

Truth, they believed, was tied to context. "Each period of time has its own truth" 

(Horkheimer in Jay 1973:63). Thus truth is not immutable. This idea is not concerned with the 

dichotomy between universalism and relativism; which, in fact, is another false dichotomy. Seeing 

truth in this way emphasizes the continuous feedback and mediation going on between base and 

superstructure, while stressing the influence of individual praxis and reason. The idea of an 

abstract individualism, however, was rejected in favor of emphasizing the social component 

through which subjectivity was inevitably mediated. 

What this means for anthropology and literature is a conception of expressive art as 

having both a social sense as well as an individual one. Works of art, then, express objective 

social tendencies not intended by their creators. In corroboration with this belief, Asad (1990) 

claims that Rushdie's Satanic Verses 'is not in control of itself," it is not to be read entirely "in 

terms of the author's conscious intentions' (Asad 1990:254). And also, Milosz has often referred 

to some of his more overtly political and historical works as having been due less to a controlled 

intention on his part and more a result of having been possessed by motivations not entirely his 

own: "various demons or beings inhabit me" (Milosz in Czarnecka and Fiut 1987:254). We will 

always be, in a sense, possessed by history. A work of literature can be seen in this framework 

as being "neither a reification of the soul nor the embodiment of a Platonic Idea. It is not pure 

Being but rather a force-field" between subject and object" (Jay 1977:177). 
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A successful work, according to immanent [dialectical] criticism, is not one which resolves 
objective contradictions in a spurious harmony, but one which expresses the idea of 
harmony negatively by embodying the contradictions, pure and uncompromised, in its 
innermost structure.... In otherwords, until social contradictions were reconciled in reality, 
the Utopian harmony of art must always maintain an element of protest.... Art is always 
a force of protest of the humane against the pressure of domineering institutions, 
religious, and otherwise, no less than it reflects their objective substance" (Adorno in Jay 
1973:179) 

This extract makes reference to another aspect of the Frankfurt School's brand of critical theory, 

that is, the looking forward toward potential Utopian aspects of the future, aspects which can only 

come out of working with elements of the present. Writers and theorists of resistance literature 

consider that the perception of future Utopian possibilities, as developed through the a critique 

of and within the context of present conditions, is a crucial aspect of this emergent genre (Harlow 

1987; 1984). The recent work of Anton Shammas and Salman Rushdie are excellent examples 

of the importance of Utopia and fantasy in seeking a dialectical solution to the present. 

The Russian literary scholar, Mikhail Bakhtin, also placed an emphasis on mediation, what 

Adorno called the "force-field" that exists between cultural expressions and social and economic 

context. Bakhtin sees the mutual resistances and interactions occurring in the force-field as 

taking place within in the realm of language. He talks about the centripetal and centrifugal forces 

in langauage. Centripetal forces are, basically, the action of rules which tend to unify language, 

whereas the centrifugal forces challenge the unity imposed by rules with creative deviations and 

inventions. He calls for a translinguistics which considers the interplay between the centripetal 

and centrifugal forces in language, and this is similar to the dialectical emphases in the theorists 

discussed up until this point. 

Bakhtin and the Novel 

Bakhtin's work has caused a rethinking of some basic categories of genre and style. For 

example, although little agreement exists regarding exactly what a novel is, it is spoken about in 
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an authoritative manner as though the form were clearly defined. This should sound familiar to 

anthropologists concerned with the changing nature of ethnography regarding how it is defined 

and how it conveys authority. Bakhtin was most concerned with exploring what it is that 

comprises the novelistic genre. In some senses novels are akin to history: both forms are 

concerned with presenting more or less comprehensive accounts of social systems. The novel 

form, whatever that may be, is concerned usually with the interrelationships of social systems, and 

with the particular assemblage of discourses that define specific cultures (Holquist 1981:xxviii). 

The difference between histories and novels, however, lies in history's insistence on a certain 

veracity in presented chronology, implicitly claiming a homology between the sequence of their 

telling and the sequence of what is told. "The novel, by contrast, dramatizes the gaps that always 

exist between what is told and the telling of it, constantly experimenting with social, discursive, 

and narrative asymmetries* (Holquist 1981:xxviii). Shammas's novel, for example, exposes gaps 

of official histories and the polemic of the various parties involved in the Israeli-Arab conflict. He 

presents his family's ancestry as a sort of continuous discontinuity, as "an utter hodge-podge of 

periods, religions, and nationalities" (Hever 1987:56). As a result of this motley, hybrid, and also 

markedly un-chronological explication of family background, 

any attempt at any positive statement, made on the basis of present-day political 
interpretation of the past, contains the seeds of its own negation. Shammas has created 
a text that parodies the genre of dynastic political genre. And so the text, in purporting 
to do justice to the political interests of all the parties involved, actually satisfies none of 
them. In this way, Shammas sidesteps that traditional terms of the debate, which has 
conventionally focused on stating and comparing the historical rights claimed by each of 
the parties. (Hever 1987:56) 

The novel, generally and in the specific case of Shammas's Arabesques, is thus dialectical in 

critical theory's sense. 

In agreement with some of the basic contentions of cultural studies and critical theory, 

Bakhtin believes that the study of expressive arts has been greatly compromised because it has 

been treated as a site of abstract, individualized expression. As a result, stylistics, which refers 
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to the study of literature in general, 

has been deprived of an authentic philosophical and sociological approach to its 
problems; it has become bogged down in stylistic trivia.... More often than not, stylistics 
defines itseff as a stylistics of "private craftsmanship" and ignores the social life of 
discourse outside the artist's study.... Stylistics is concerned not with living discourse but 
with a histological specimen made from it, with abstract linguistic discourse in the service 
of an artist's individual creative powers. But these individual and tendentious overtones 
of style, cut off from the fundamentally social modes in which discourse lives, inevitably 
come across as flat and abstract in such a formulation and cannot therefore be studied 
in organic unity with a work's semantic components. (Bakhtin 1981:259) 

Bakhtin labels the traditional approach to literature as "poetics in the narrow sense." "Poetics in 

the broad sense" goes beyond the limitations of style-oriented approaches and attempts to 

understand the genre of the novel in terms of its diversity of social speech types and diversity of 

artistically organized voices (Bakhtin 1981:262-263). Bakhtin then focuses on the heteroglossic 

composition of the novel which permits a multiplicity of social voices. The distinguishing nature 

of the genre called novel is its "movement of the theme through different languages and speech 

types, its dispersion into the rivulets and droplets of social heteroglossia, its dialogization" (Bakhtin 

1981:263). Rushdie has recently commented on the increasing dialogization in his work, 

particularly in his last novel, Haroun and the Sea of Stories, written during his current exile. Why 

this has occurred in his present situation is an interesting problem, and might have to do with 

increasing impositions on his identity showing up as multitudes of explicit other voices. Bakhtin 

uses a musical metaphor to illustrate the difference between traditional stylistics and what actually 

comprises the novelistic genre: he refers to the novel as a symphony of voices and languages, 

and to stylistics as the transposition of a symphonic theme on to a piano keyboard. 

The novel is the only continually developing genre, Bakhtin tells us, and we need to 

radically reconsider how we approach the study of poetics in general. The novel's unique style 

of discourse confounds any traditional, single-language, and single-styled interpretive approach 

to it. He adds that many people do not acknowledge or delve into the philosophical roots of 

existing approaches to literature, shying away from fundamental philosophical issues. He would 
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have applauded Williams' etymological, philosophical, and historical study of key words in our 

lexicon and Brady's (less extended) discussion of the history behind anthropology's basic mistrust 

of literature (1990). He also would have considered Anton Shammas's novel, Arabesques, an 

excellent example of the continually developing novelistic genre, and would have pointed out the 

use and effect of dialogizatton in novels such as Arabesques. Bakhtin's ideas should not be, by 

any means, limited in application to the novelistic genre, but first we will consider Shammas and 

his recent novel in light of the ideas discussed so far. 

ANTON SHAMMAS 

Anton Shammas, a Christian Arab Israeli, was born in 1950, after Israeli independence, 

in the village of Fassuta in the Galilee. When he was twelve years old his family moved to Haifa. 

The school which he attended in Haifa had both Arab and Jewish students, and the classroom 

language was Hebrew. He attended college at Hebrew University in Jerusalem. Shammas grew 

up, then, having full command of both Arabic and Hebrew. One could say that he had full 

command of both a minority and a majority language (Balaban 1989; Hever 1987). This is 

complicated, however, by Hebrew being used by its speakers as though it were both a majority 

and a minority language. In Israel the emphasis on either majority or minority can vary depending 

on which rhetorical strategy best fits the needs of the situation, allowing for an extremely elastic 

mode of public discourse (Hever 1987:48). On the one hand Israel can talk as though it is a 

nation of rulers with legitimate power, and at other times they can present themselves as a 

minority struggling for their existence (Hever 1987:48). This likely has something to do with the 

speed with which the transition was made from being a persecuted minority to being a ruling 

majority of their own state. As a result, Israel's malleable rhetoric allows for an 'ambiguous 

multiplicity that is perhaps the paramount characteristic of Israeli public discourse today" (Hever 

1987:48, emphasis in original). Shammas's novel, Arabesques, is partially focussed on this 
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multiplicity in official discourse. 

Israel has been referred to as having a "fortress mentality" because it exists surrounded 

by a largely hostile Arab world. Shammas has deftly, and without violence, stormed the fortress 

from within, largely, but not solely, because of his use of Hebrew, the language of Zionism. It 

should be mentioned here that in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, writers of 

literature had an especially strong role in and influence on the development of Zionist nationalism. 

This in part is because Hebrew was designated as a national language, and the success and 

impact of such a designation would have been small were it not for writers who composed literary 

works in Hebrew. The Zionist movement was one of the national movements blessed with a 

literary renaissance, which burgeoned in the twenty-five years prior to World War I" (Keren 

1989:25). Writers were, in essence, an avant-garde of Zionist nationalism. Not all Hebrew 

literature coming out of Israel is implicitly nationalistic, but a strong tradition exists wherein Hebrew 

literature is considered an important aspect of the Zionist project. In this context, Shammas is 

forcing himself into written Hebrew literature, through which he makes critical commentary on the 

situation in Israel, while simultaneously offering a subversive and Utopian prospect for the future 

nature of the identity of Israeli-ness. He "deterritorializes" Hebrew while at the same time 

"reterritorializing* it as the language of the Israeli (Hever 1987:70). 

When Shammas began writing and publishing poems in the early 1970s, he wrote in both 

Arabic and Hebrew. In 1974, for instance, he published his first collection of verse in Hebrew 

(Khrikha Kasha, translated as Hardcover). A few months later a collection of his poems written 

in Arabic was published (Azir Yaqzati wa Nowmi, translated as The Juice of Wakefulness and 

Sleep). Since 1976, however, he has written poetry in Hebrew only. "Indeed, from his poems it 

is evident that he views Hebrew poetry of the 1960s and 1970s as his immediate literary context" 

(Balaban 1989:418). Probably his unique prose style is due to the influences of both Hebrew and 

Arabic: 
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The language he uses is ... firmly rooted in the sources of modern Hebrew. Perhaps it 
is Arabic, with its strict literary traditions and its determined avoidance of the common and 
colloquial, that underlies the Hebrew, acting as a counterpoint, that creates his distinct 
prose. (Oved 1988:176) 

Shammas certainly had a choice of whether to write Arabesques in either Hebrew or 

Arabic. In choosing Hebrew, it is conceivable that some critics could deride him for having co-

opted his ancestry in choosing to write his text in the language of the conquerors. But this is a 

very short-sighted criticism, for by writing in Hebrew he has crossed a heretofore uncrossed 

boundary and resisted and challenged the conditions of that boundary's existence. Recall 

Adorno's statment that "defiance of society includes defiance of its language" (Jay 1973:176). In 

this case, the heretofore uncrossed boundary is the use of Hebrew solely as the language of 

Zionism and Jewish emancipation. Shammas's in a sense defiant use of Hebrew indicates not 

his support of or resistance to Zionism, but rather his redefinition of the conventional non-Jewish 

other in Israel. He resists the deterministic, nationalistic links implied among the use of Hebrew, 

Jewishness, and the state of Israel. In a forward-looking, even Utopian way, Shammas realigns 

the constellation of attributes comprising Israeli identity. He reconfigures Israeli-ness as including 

shared geographical situatedness, speakers of Hebrew and Arabic, and Jewish, Arab, Christian, 

and Muslim peoples. This novel would be considered successful in Adorno's terms because it 

does not pretend to having harmoniously resolved the difficult contradictions existing in the 

context of present-day Israel, but rather has "express[ed] the idea of harmony negatively by 

embodying the contradictions, pure and uncompromised, in [the] innermost structure" of the novel 

(Adorno in Jay 1973:179). Additionally, what is Utopian about Arabesques is also where its protest 

lies, another indicator for Adorno of success in a work of art. 

Shammas's first novel, Arabesques, has received much critical acclaim. It is here, moreso 

than in his three collections of poetry, that he centrally addresses his Arab-Christian background 

and conflict-laden identity: "Unlike his poems, in which the distinctive background of the author 
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is only hinted at, in the novel Shammas directly addresses his roots" (Balaban 1989:419). Again, 

most critics remark on Shammas's mastery of Hebrew, which "matches that of most writers in 

Hebrew today' {Vardi 1988:175). But in countless other ways, Shammas's novel confounds 

expectations on all sides. Some say his novel is definitely not political (Vardi 1988:176), while 

others say the novel is wedded to a political agenda. Those who believe it is political either 

applaud this aspect of it (Hever 1987) or deem it unfortunate (Twersky 1990). 

One way that Arabesques confounds expectations is in its representations of the past. 

The past of his family is of great importance and interest to Shammas the writer, as well as for 

his main character, Anton Shammas, in the novel. It is also of great importance to various 

factions within Israel whose claims on history are an inherent part of their claims to nationhood 

and sovereignty. For Shammas, his individual history is completely tied up with who he is now. 

It is treasured and can never be wrest from him, even though many of the towns and villages in 

his past have been resettled and renamed. Perhaps because of this his memories are very 

topographical, in an effort to retain what is now concretely lost. But his conception of history is 

not used as a propogandistic tool for boundary-drawing and state-making; rather, it exists to 

remind himself of the hybrid person he is. "Shammas denies Israeli Jews the right to justify 

present wrongdoings by past grievances, and he holds himself to the same standard* (Hever 

1987:62). Neither is his relationship to the past like it is for those in his extended family who 

preceded htm by a generation, for whom it is a source of "a great many nostalgic sighs* 

{Shammas 198B:14). To illustrate this, consider the following quote which comes from a section 

in the novel in which the narrator is looking for a woman in his family who had long since 

disappeared, and who is possibly a relative: 

I never imagined that I would find myself, like the heroes of A Thousand and One Nights, 
confronted by an infinite number of doors, and that every door concealed behind it 
additional doors. Through the gate of fantasy I had entered into the tunnels and secret 
places of the past, and in my imagination the partition between what there is and what 
was hidden had already fallen. And now I find that what I had imagined to have been 
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only a web woven upon the warp of reality with the woof of fantasy was no longer 
obedient to its maker, that the net of memory that had been cast had caught the 
fisherman. (Shammas 1988:72) 

Although he regales in the shared oral history of his family and community, he views the past as 

inherently deceptive, largely due to the tricks of memory, Milosz too, it should be mentioned, 

acknowledges the insidious tricks of memory that are performed on one's own sense of personal 

history. 

The past of eveiy individual undergoes constant transformation in his or her memory, and 
more often than not it acquires the features of an irretrievable land made more and more 
strange by the flow of time. Thus the difference between a displacement in space and 
in time is somewhat blurred. (Milosz 1988:2) 

Also, Shammas often stresses the ongoing tension as well as complementarity that is ongoing 

between his connection to oral tradition and his commitment to writing: "Shammas needs both 

types, both oral and written narrative, in order to come to terms with his own national literary 

tradition and to open a gateway to the Utopian conception of modern Israeli nationhood outlined 

in his novel" (Hever 1987:65). 

Arabesques is overflowing with imagery of doubles and twins, a device which accentuates 

the dualities forced on Anton Shammas by default. The dualities are also to a large degree 

influenced by Shammas's feeling that Israel represents both homeland and exile to him. The 

novel is divided into two sections, entitled The Tale" and The Teller." The Tale" is a semi-

autobiographical account of Shammas's childhood, told in a very non-linear, cyclical fashion. The 

Teller" concerns his adutt life and is told with somewhat more attention given to chronology. 

Throughout the novel two significant devices are used to mediate the dualities of his identity, 

namely, a babushka effect and the arabesque discourse style. 

An example of a twin/double image is in the relationship between the Christian Arab main 

character, Shammas, who is a writer in the novel, and Bar-On, a Jewish writer whom Shammas 

meets at a writer's conference in Iowa in the second section of the story. Bar-On and Shammas 
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have an alternatingly antagonistic and warm relationship. On the one hand they cannot stand 

to see and deal with each other, but on the other hand, they get uncomfortable and start to worry 

when the other one is not around. The following quote is taken from their first meeting in the 

novel. 

•I'm writing a new novel. With an educated Arab as its hero," he told me. 'I don't 
think I'll ever have this kind of opportunity again ~ to be under the same roof with a 
person like that in ideal conditions of isolation." 

I regarded him with astonishment and said, "We have one little problem. I don't 
think of myself as what you people call 'an educated Arab.' I'm just another 'intellectual,' 
as you call your educated Jews .... In addition to which," I said, "I hope you won't be 
breathing down my neck the whole four months." (Shammas 11988:137) 

A Dutch writer at the conference comments early on that "Bar-On and I constitute a schizophrenia, 

two faces of a single person. Bjsrg, who is standing with him, says, They haven't decided yet 

who is the ventriloquist of whom" (Shammas 1988:145). Later on in the story, the Jewish writer, 

Bar-On, "becomes less interested in Shammas and essentially drops him as the model for his new 

book in favor of a Palestinian writer who is also at the conference. At first Shammas was relieved 

to be rid of the almost constant disagreements and arguing, but soon he admitted that "instead 

of being happy about my freedom, I was feeling let down. To put it precisely, I was feeling 

betrayed" (Shammas 1988:168). The nature of their schizophrenic relationship is due to their 

occasional defining of themselves in terms of each other. At times there is empathy between the 

two as members of persecuted minorities, but Bar-On's determination to cling to his idea of the 

stereotypical Palestinian he wishes to write a novel about underscores how the role played by a 

certain kind of Arab figure is key to the identity of the Israeli Jew. This, however, is further 

complicated by what has already been mentioned regarding Israel's shifting majority/minority 

rhetoric. This shifting back and forth in emphases and alignments is ripe territory for what has 

been called by Shammas and his critics the babushka effect, in which mask after mask is peeled 

off in a series, after which an audience does not know who is really behind all these masks. The 

idea of Arab-Israeli schizophrenia is also emblematic of the eternal movement without forward or 
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backward motion of the arabesque in which forms intertwine and fall in on one another. 

Another imaging of doubles concerns the nature of authorship in the novel. For instance, 

readers at first assume it is the Shammas character who is telling both halves of the story, The 

Tale" and The Teller.' But toward the end of the novel it is revealed that Michael Abyad, 

Shammas's long lost American cousin, wrote the first half of the story. Michael Abyad was named 

Anton Shammas when he was born but was adopted shortly after birth and his name was 

changed. Shammas and Abyad meet in Chicago toward the end of the novel. Furthermore, 

before the main text begins, in a quote by Clive James, and in the very last sentence of the book, 

commentary is being made which confounds notions of authorship, genre, and interpretation. 

Most first novels are disguised autobiographies. This autobiography is a disguised novel. 
Clive James, Unreliable Memoirs (Shammas 1988:v) 
But maybe, out of polite arrogance, he might have finished with a paraphrase of Borges: 
"Which of the two of us has written this book I do not know." (Shammas 1988:259) 

These extracts are indicative of what has already been referred to as a babushka effect (Baiaban 

1989; Hever 1987). A babushka is a Russian doll which consists usually of several dolls inside 

one another. Its use in the novel is representative of Shammas's complex, muftifaceted identity 

and the multiple voices (recall Bakhtin) that are contained within him. In the context of discussing 

authorship, Shammas as author has us questioning from the very beginning whether or not his 

novel is really his life's story or whether anyone's life story is indeed any different from a novel, 

which is conventionally considered a form of fiction in contrast to the supposed fact of 

autobiography. Shammas, in good Frankfurt School form, collapses one of the most prevalent 

dichotomies in western discourse, the opposition between fact and fiction, before the text of the 

story even begins, with the quote by Clive James. And at the end of the story, Shammas further 

confuses his readers regarding his babushkan identity (which has very much to do with his 

conflicting homeland/exile relationship to Israel) when he suddenly pops up and says he does not 

even know whether Anton Shammas or Michael Abyad is responsible for the tale and the teller. 
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For my purposes, this Is a strong claim for the constitutiveness of culture in that the tale of one 

teller becomes the tale of another teller. An interdependency exists among people and the oral 

and written stories they tell. The powerful, constitutive, and necessary role of tales is one of the 

dominant themes in Rushdie's novel, Haroun and the Sea of Stories, to be discussed shortly. 

It is the babushka effect coupled with the arabesque discourse that gives Arabesques its 

dialectical, Utopian potential. Arabesque refers to cyclical movements in texts or in dance. When 

applied as a literary device, the result is a de-emphasis of linear time in favor of cyclical time in 

which events often fall in on one another. In Shammas's novel, early and later events in the 

author's life frequently interweave. In this way Shammas has, in a sense, "found a way to relate 

to the past without falling victim to its nondialectical universalism" (Hever 1990:60). Rather than 

focus on infinite disagreements over the complications of past grievances in the region, Shammas 

chooses to define his Israeli identity more in terms of who he is now, a combination of seeming 

oppositions, presented throughout the novel in its babushka effects. In this manner, the 

arabesque is negative, critical, and Utopian. Because the arabesque emphasizes the cyclicity of 

time, Shammas attempts to shift attention from the contentious use of the past to determine 

precedence and rights to territory, and instead focuses on the reality and dynamics of human 

suffering and happiness (with an emphasis on the suffering). The arabesque motion is flexible 

and dynamic. It allows Shammas to explore his own identity in a kind of motion without progress, 

enabling him to come full circle many times as narratives from various pieces of his life 

interweave. 

These two techniques, babushka effect and arabesque, are productively used by 

Shammas to produce a negative and Utopian commentary on Israeli identity, which is consonant 

with Adorno's precept about successful works of art. What is important about these techniques 

is that they enable Shammas challenge the conditions of his 'living in homeland yet living in exile" 

dilemma. His story makes it clear that he cannot cling to conventional ideas of homeland or exile 
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without becoming forever bitter and forever wandering. As Milosz has said, exile becomes a 

person's fate and transforms people. By itself this is not a necessarily revelatory statement until 

one considers the nature of transformations possible. For Shammas, it is a refiguration of the 

possibilities of Israeli identity. His novel is not an abstracted piece of text; it comes out of a 

specific context and has created an alternative to that context. Arabesques has contributed 

significantly to ongoing debates in Israel regarding its conflicts based on difference, and in this 

sense alone it shows fts culturally constitutive power, as Hall or Williams would describe it. 

Shammas refuses to reify both difference and history for political ends, and instead calls for a truly 

democratic state in which all Israelis are equally Israeli. "Shammas does not construct his Israeli 

Utopia from some totally other consciousness or sensibility, but from the existing, contradiction-

ridden inventory of present-day Israeli reality" (Hever 1987:71). This statement touches on the 

emphases of the theorists mentioned earlier. Bakhtin, in his translinguistics which considers both 

the unifying and disruptive forces in language would find Shammas's use of Hebrew indicative 

of both centripetal and centrifugal forces. Williams and Hall would view Shammas's novel as 

indicative of an ongoing cultural dialectic in which power is being negotiated within culture. 

Shammas's interweaving of elements from various languages, as well as his generally 

forward-looking emphasis is shared, generally, by Salman Rushdie. Rushdie, however, tends to 

write in a more fantastic, surreal vein. Both writers engage a very pluralized audience, which is 

largely due to their own very complex identities and backgrounds. 

SALMAN RUSHDIE 

Salman Rushdie spent most of his childhood in Bombay, has familial roots in Pakistan, 

and has lived in England since he was 14 years old. Since mid-February, 1988, when Iran's 

Ayatollah Khomeimi proclaimed the fatwa, the death sentence, on Rushdie for his writing of 

Satanic Verses, Rushdie has been living in exile. Rushdie's situation blatantly exemplifies the 
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individual and the collective, between art and the material conditions of existence. There has 

been extended comment on The Rushdie Affair in the media and within academia. A few 

anthropological considerations of The Affair have surfaced (Asad 1990; Fischer and Abedi 1990). 

Fischer and Abedi refer to Satanic Verses as a highly charged social text which can be 

seen as a screen "against which contemporary cultural and social conflicts are drawn, enacted 

and elaborated" (Fisher and Abedi 1990:107). They take a postmodernist stance in discussing 

Rushdie's novel, talking about it in terms of the challenge it poses in terms of understanding the 

responses of extremely differentiated audiences. They call their effort to map the differentiated 

and changing audiences that the Rushdie text and the social text generate an ethnographic effort. 

The issue of audience is crucial in considerations of the anthropological significance of 

both Rushdie's and Shammas's works. It is also significant, but to a lesser degree, in terms of 

Milosz. Milosz, for example, almost eschews what a pluralized audience's multiple readings can 

bring to his work and, rather, favors the cultivation of a more unified readership. The following 

quote illustrates the anxiety he has about misreadings of his works (which certainly is not an 

uncommon concern for artists but the following point is made in terms of the audience he wishes 

to engage, which differs from the more multiple audiences sought by Rushdie and Shammas), 

Fiut:... Did you feel there's a contradiction between the way others see you and the form 
of poetic expression that prompts that perception? 
Milosz:.... Recently when my book Visions from San Francisco Bay appeared in English, 
I received clippings of various reviews, most of which pained me because the book was 
seen as a collection of essays on California, loosely connected meditations on twentieth-
century America, extremely European reflections. But when The Nation printed a review 
entitled The Devil and Mr. Milosz," I said to myself: "Now, there's an intelligent man; he 
got the point." He understood that America, California, were actually pretexts, and that 
other important issues were at stake.... In this case there was both a certain false image 
based on appearances, and a reaching past appearances to some essence. And that, 
of course, is something that an author wants very much. Because if he is taken 
superficially, he experiences a form of distress that is difficult to name. Where does that 
desire for truth come from? It's hard to say. Where does that desire to appear as one 
truly is come from? (Czarnecka and Fiut 1987:323) 
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He would prefer there be singular, and correct, readings of his works in that he wants his 

audience to understand all of who he is and why he addresses the various topics he does in the 

manner he does. Thus he cringes at the prospect of being labelled, for example, the Polish 

national poet or the poet of anti-totalitarianism, because he wants to be understood as more than 

just a Polish poet or politically engaged. It seems to me he writes more directly to an intellectual 

tradition than he does to multiple audiences. Shammas and Rushdie, on the other hand, more 

overtly encourage a multiple audience and more willingly accept contradictions in their identities. 

It is also interesting that Milosz writes histories of disappeared pasts for an audience that has little 

direct tie to the Lithuanian past. This, it seems, is an effort important for him as an individual in 

terms of preserving his past and part of his identity, but it is also part of his continuous effort to 

"appear as one truly is" (Milosz in Czarnecka and Fiut 1987:323) to his necessarily somewhat 

alienated audience, something he possibly would not feel so compelled to do were he not living 

in exile. 

A basic point should be made here regarding audience, especially, in this case, in terms 

of questions of literacy. The general concept, literature (as part of what Williams' describes as 

the abstract, generalized concept of "high" culture), was for a long time, and to an apparent 

degree today, associated with class, largely due to historical questions of literacy. For a long time 

the ability to be literate was a luxury and an activity of the elite. Literature was a polite arena of 

human learning. After all, a condition of reading was being able to read and social distinction was 

implied in this ability. 

In recent times we have been inclined to forget this ancient and enduring link between 
social rank and the organizing of authors and works, including literary genres, although 
for the major part of European history it was a natural assumption for readers and writers 
alike. (Stallybrass and White 1986:2) 

This sense of privelege persists today but is definitely being challenged by an increasingly 

more representative social spectrum of writers being published and increasing rates of literacy. 
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In the United States, for example, the increased representation of authors from across the social 

spectrum has helped fuel the controversy over canon in schools at every level. Old guard 

educators tend to find ft inimical to contaminate or compromise the list of requisite classics by 

including works by women, authors of color from within the first world, and authors not hailing 

from the United States or Europe. In the postcolonial third world this gradual de-privileging of the 

tie between authorship, readership, and class (and nationality) has challenged some traditional 

first world conceptions regarding how to approach and interpret literature. 

Moreover, the literature coming out of the experience of postcolonial migrant populations 

has been a necessary part of the ongoing process of redefinition of personal and collective 

identity in relation to new kinds of boundary-drawing and negotiation within the metropole 

countries. The Other no longer lives in distant continents but is now, for example, in Britain's 

backyard. As a result there ensues a struggle in countries such as Britain over, on the one hand, 

proponents of homogeneity who demand a rigid demarcation between public and private selves, 

with the public self embodying a nationalist self, versus proponents of heterogeniety who argue 

for broader religious, linguistic, and other freedoms. In this context, literatures such as those 

written by Rushdie, have contributed to the debate about redefined nationalisms. 

... in the decades-long struggle to achieve decolonisation and independence of European 
control, literature has played a crucial role in the re-establishment of a national cultural 
heritage, in the reinstatement of native idioms, in the re-imagining and re-figuring of local 
histories, geographies, communities. As such, then, literature not only mobilised active 
resistance to incursions from the outside, but also contributed massively as the shaper, 
creator, agent of illumination within the realm of the colonised. (Said 1990:1-2) 

Said, however, is here talking about literature emerging within third world postcolonial contexts, 

whereas Rushdie is writing from within the ex-colonizer's country. But he is still "re-imagining and 

re-figuring" his own and other migrants' relationship to adopted home in terms of personal, 

collective, and national identity. 

Like Fischer and Abedi's article, Asad (1990) also talks about social texts in terms of what 
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he calls their seductive guise. In other words, social texts are context that surrounds us but also 

they are context that exists within us in terms of what we bring to ft; we reproduce our 

preferences and prejudices in any reading of any text. Asad also discusses Satanic Verses as 

a political act, postcolonial novel, a confrontation between the west and its other, in addition to 

discussing bourgeois ideas about Literature, British uses of the novel, and other related and 

tangential uses and abuses of the text. My interest here lies less in the multifaceted approaches 

being taken to the Satanic Verses than in Rushdie's responses to his situation since the fatwa. 

Asad, however, makes an observation worth noting in terms of Adorno's aforementioned idea of 

the force-field existing between subject and object, mind and matter, and so on: 

... I do not want to give them impression that I think the Satanic Verses is to be read 
entirely - or even mainly - in terms of the author's conscious intentions. The text of this 
novel is not in control of itself. The tensions and contradictions it reveals are far more 
interesting than anything that takes place on the surface of the narrative. (Asad 
1990:254) 

Although Asad's deprecating stance here regarding Satanic Verses is distracting, this extract 

illustrates well the contention that we are all unwittingly possessed by history. Our individual texts 

are mediated by social texts and contexts and, conversely, social contexts are mediated by our 

individual texts, as the fallout of the Rushdie Affair has so unflaggingly demonstrated. 

In his short statement, "In Good Faith" (Rushdie 1990a), which he calls the most painful 

and difficult piece of writing I've ever done' (Rushdie in Morrison 1990:119), Rushdie talks about 

novels in the sense that Bakhtin does: 

I do not believe that novels are trivial matters. The ones I care about most are those 
which attempt radical reformulations of language, form, and ideas, those which attempt 
to do what the word novel seems to insist upon: to see the world anew. (Rushdie 
1990a: 52) 

He calls his novel, Satanic Verses, a celebration of hybridity and a celebration of the 

transformation which occurs when there is an intermingling of peoples from multiple cultures, who 

have different ideas and politics, have seen different movies, and listen to different songs. He 
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possibilities that mass migration gives the world. He implies here, in a fashion similar to that of 

critical theory, that a Utopia can arise out of the present conditions in the world. 

In an article written while in exile, 'Is Nothing Sacred?,* Rushdie (1990b) poses, via Carlos 

Fuentes, an important question to himself regarding the role of art. Like Milosz and Williams, who 

see poetry and other arts as having become over time a substitute for religion, Rushdie is 

reflecting on the loss of religious beliefs in ultimate transcendence and ultimate cause. He asks 

whether art, instead of religion, can function as the principle which mediates between the material 

and the spiritual, now understood as subjective, worlds; "might it [art] by 'swallowing' both worlds, 

offer us something new - something that might even be called a secular transcendence?* 

(Rushdie 1990b:103). He replies optimistically that art can, does, and at its best must perform 

this dialectical synthesis. He puts forward a Utopian hope which is based on social conditions 

in concert with individual creativity. In this article he goes on to argue against repression of 

artistic expression because people need this hope of potential Utopia, which once was filled with 

religious faith. Rushdie is not claiming we need to reintroduce religiosity. Rather, he claims that 

this is where the novel, the form created to discuss the fragmentation of truth, comes in... reality 

and morality are not givens but imperfect constructs, ... the point from which fiction begins" 

(Rushdie 1990b:105). 

Indeed, in his novel written in exile, Haroun and the Sea of Stories, Rushdie discusses the 

conditions surrounding the fragmentation of truth. Furthermore, he believes that the novel is the 

art form that involves the least compromises and is also the "only one that takes the 'priveleged 

arena" of conflicting discourses right inside our heads' (Rushdie 1990b:109). Here Rushdie is 

echoing Bakhtin's ideas about voice, namely that multiple interested, and hence often conflicting, 

voices pervade our discourse. Rushdie is intuitively aware of these conflicting voices in his 

discourse and his texts. In what form do these voices arise in his 1990 novel? 
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Haroun and the Sea of Stories is ostensibly a children's book, for ages 12-15, but to 

borrow one of Rushdie's favorite formulations ~ which he himself appropriated from the ancient 

Arabic storytellers - the book is and is not a children's fable" (Marzorati 1990:68). In my view, this 

novel is an allegory about the dynamics of the different voices of power, especially in terms of 

freedom of expression and the ability to perform and access to the means of storytelling, in both 

its oral and written form. This entirely concurs with Hall's conception of the battleground of 

culture. 

Haroun and the Sea of Stories tells the story of a conspiracy to destroy the so-called 

"ocean of notions' from which every storyteller must draw on in order to perform their craft. The 

ocean of notions is not just the fuel for inspiration; it is also access to the means of producing 

stories. Certainly this resonates with Rushdie's current situation in which he has lived in exile for 

over two years now. He is concerned both with retaining freshness in his inspiration and writing, 

but also he has had much time to think about the conditions that have allowed the threatening 

and endangering policies that have affected his writings and his life. 

In the Haroun novel there exists a simultaneously very bleak yet humorous picture of 

universally non-descript, alienating, anonymous urban living in which the confounding 

mechanisms that control daily life are referred to as P2C2E, an acronym standing for the phrase 

Processes Too Complicated Too Explain. This sort of control center runs the city in which the 

young teenage character, Haroun, and his father, Rashid, live. But the details of city-life and how 

it is run is only a backdrop for the primary conflict in the story between the forces of censorship 

and the will to creative, free expression. Rushdie's exile has doubtless colored his thoughts on 

this topic. Even though he might claim that his novel does not have anything to do with his 

current situation (Marzorati 1990:119-120), even he acknowledges, in the same interview, that "as 

anyone who writes a novel knows, not all the effects are planned - things happen on a page" 

(114). 
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together a motley group in order to battle agains and attempt to foil the efforts of the Cultmaster, 

Khattam Shud, also known as the prince of darkness and silence, who is poisoning the ocean of 

notions. Rushdie associates Khattam Shud with Joseph Conrad's Kurtz and with the Ayatollah 

Khomeini. 

There he sits at the heart of darkness - at the bottom of a black hole, so to say - and 
he eats light, eats it raw with his bare hands, and lets none of it escape. - He eats words, 
too. - And he can be in two places at one time, and there is no getting away. (Rushdie 
1990c:145) 

Reference to the dissipation of power is suggested in the Conrad allusion. Also, Khomeimi can 

be seen as related to Khattam Shud's proclivity for cannibalizing words and ability to be in many 

places at once. Rushdie believes that in the twentieth century there is no place to go into exile; 

there are no longer any frontiers like there were when Voltaire or Dante were forced into exile. 

In this sense, the forces of Khomeini's fatwa are certainly felt in more than one place at any time 

and Rushdie is safe only in a citadel-like situation, a virtual prison. 

Despite images of such darkness and power, Rushdie, however, manages to remain 

hopeful. In the novel, the two utterly opposed armies clash. Khattan Shud's army, called the 

Union of Zipped Lips, faces Haroun's forces which are largely composed of the Army of •Library,1 

made up of various words, letters, and phrases. The Library Army is aliegorically linked with 

today's community of writers. Both in the novel and in actuality, these groups can be chaotic, 

ineffective, and inefficient when not united and communicating about a common interest. 

Strength is unattainable without communication. Compartmentalization and aloofness is as 

potentially dangerous, Rushdie warns, as is censorship. 

The Pages of Gup [Army of "Library'], now that they had talked through everything so 
fully, fought hard, remained united, supported each other when required to do so, and 
in general looked like a force with a common purpose. All those arguments and debates, 
all that openness had created powerful bonds of fellowship between them .... And as for 
the rest, well, their vows of silence and their habits of secrecy had made them suspicious 
and distrustful of one another. (Shammas 1990c:184-185) 
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Rushdie's adaptation to his exile has been quite difficult, as several interviews clearly indicate 

(Marzorati 1990; Morrison 1989). He is trying earnestly not to be defeated by his situation, and 

he has continued writing. In Haroun and the Sea of Stories he has presented a critique of power 

structures which can either allow the flourishing of artistic freedom, or mute it. Rushdie presents 

artists, writers specifically, as capable of attaining formidable powers of resistance and 

determination, but only if they communicate with one another. He tries to persuade artists to 

develop a common interest in the formidable, pervasive, and easily instituted forces of artistic 

control. In his recent novel Rushdie's is reiterating to writers that his fate could easily become 

theirs. 

In a cruel twist of fate, Rushdie's celebration of what can be positive about mass migration 

and its intermingling of uprooted people created a situation in which his life is now spent In a 

prison-like existence. Since the pronouncement of the fatwa, Rushdie has lived a very nomadic 

and isolated life. Well into his second year in exile he talks of his life as having no shape 

(Rushdie In Marzorati 1990:32). He has not only lost what was his home, he has lost his life. 

One of the extraordinary things about human events is that the unthinkable become 
thinkable. I mean, even people who are quite sympathetic to my situation ~ they have 
their own lives to lead. I do not ~ not in any normal way. My situation remains. And I 
do not feel habituated to it. At all. In this year and a half there has been no shape. 
(Rushdie in Marzorati 1990:32) 

The distinction between life as having shape and definition in contrast to the shapelessness of 

exile is a recurrent one in accounts of the exile experience. 

Transplanted into alien surroundings we are oppressed by the anxiety of indefiniteness, 
by insecurity. There are too many new shapes and they remain fluid, because the 
principle of their order through routine cannot be discovered. What I am saying is 
perhaps a generalization of my own experience but I hope to be understood as that 
experience has been shared by many, especially in this century. (Milosz 1988:1) 

When one begins to form habits in a new situation, a more definite form slowly begins to take 

shape both internally and externally in one's life. Milosz claims that "the recovery is slow and 

never complete" (Milosz 1988:1). 
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CZESLAW M1L0SZ 

The prolific writer, Czeslaw Milosz was born in Wilno, Lithuania, in 1911. He grew up and 

was educated there, receiving a Master's of Law degree in 1934. In the 1930s he travelled 

frequently around Europe, and in 1937 he spent a year studying at the Alliance Francais In Paris, 

a city to which he would return many times throughout his life. In 1940 he escaped from Soviet-

occupied Wilno to Nazi-occupied Warsaw, where he spent most of the war. During these five 

years in Warsaw, he published, under pseudonyms, underground editions of his work and was 

actively involved in the Warsaw Polish underground. After World War II he joined the Polish 

diplomatic corps, working at the Polish embassy in Washington D.C. until 1950, when he returned 

to Paris to work in the Polish embassy there, as first secretary for cultural affairs. In late 1950 he 

returned for a visit to Warsaw. During this trip his passport was confiscated. A few months later 

his passport was returned and he quickly returned to Paris. Immediately upon his return he 

requested, and was granted, political asylum. He went into exile first in France, and then later in 

the United States. He currently lives in Canada. 

After his decision to emigrate and following his cooperation with Western publishers, his 

works were unconditionally suppressed in Poland. Gradually his works became successful on 

the Western market and, despite censorship, were quite popular in Poland as well. Milosz's 

reception, in 1980, of the Nobel Prize in essence forced Polish authorities to lift the ban on his 

works. 

Milosz was comfortable in many genres, although he seems to consider himself primarily 

a poet-philosopher. In addition to poetry, he has written essays, novels, polemical treatises, 

textbooks of Polish literature, and is an excellent translator. On the one hand, he is very 

historically- oriented and informed, but on the other, he feels he has been a more or less unwilling 

participant in the making of history: 
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I don't like it very much when critics seize on the most historical poems .... [In] longer 
poems, like 'From the Rising of the Sun" or The Separate Notebooks my image is that 
of the meditative poet, which I find more comfortable and suitable. That's a far cry from 
the poet of action, the poet actively involved in history, i never wanted to be involved in 
history. (Milosz in Czarnecka and Fiut 1987:328-329) 

Milosz, then, describes himself as a poet-philosopher who often finds himself possessed 

by history, something Adorno and Benjamin would point to as being indicative ot how works of 

art can express objective social and historical tendencies not intended by their creators. 

"Possession" might be one way to describe Adnorno's force field between subject and object. 

Because his personal history been nearly obliterated as a result of two world wars and 

the consequent redrawing of boundaries and rewritings of history, he is obsessed with the 

accuracy and preservation of his past. Also he feels indebted to his childhood experiences as 

source of inspiration for much of his writing. He bemoans the loss of his Lithuanian heritage in 

the annals of history and in people's memory. His complex identity is as fleeting as his individual 

memory and is being rendered nonexistent in collective memory: 

I can't call myself a Polish-speaking Lithuanian, because that beast is really extinct now. 
In an attempt to remain honest, I accentuate the specific features of my "dichotomy" in 
nationality, which makes no sense to the younger generations in Poland. They don't even 
know it exists. The textbooks don't say anything about Polish life and culture in Lithuania, 
how it arose, what it was, what those people felt, their sense of nationality. This can serve 
as a case in point that certain historical complications do not lend themselves to modern 
simplifications. (Milosz in Czarnecka and Fiut 1987:326) 

The concern with the fleeting nature of individual and collective memory is shared by Anton 

Shammas, but is manifested in quite different ways than in Milosz's corpus of work. Unlike 

Shammas, Milosz is more concerned with concretizing the past somehow, in his case by writing 

sweeping, atypically lyrical histories and essays of the personal, geographical, and political 

contexts from which he came. Shammas, on the other hand, symbolically explodes and shatters 

the weight and seemingly eternal hold of the past as is witnessed in a scene toward the end of 

Arabesques in which a huge boulder is blown up in order to make way for new houses in a 

renamed village. This boulder had been part of local oral history for centuries. After it was blown 
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up, a loss was felt by the narrator and other characters, but an ensuing lightness and sense of 

relief was felt as well. The last sentence in the novel's epilogue describes the slow descent of a 

crimson feather floating down to lay on the earth in the field in which the boulder had been. This 

feather/boulder juxtaposition is alluded to a few times In the novel. In some Instances, possibly 

in Milosz's case, history can be seen as a weight and a burden. 

In order to address the simplifications of historical memory and in order to address the 

threats to his identity that a life of exile imposes, and from which, Milosz says, one never fully 

recovers, Milosz felt compelled to write a sweeping autobiography, Native Realm (1968), 

addressing the history of Lithuania, Eastern Europe, and Europe In general through his existence 

in these geographical, political, and historical contexts. 

So I decided to write a book about an Eastern European, born more or less when crowds 
in London and Paris were cheering the first aviators; about a man who cannot be fitted 
into stereotypes like the German Ordnung or the Russian awe slave. Such an 
undertaking is far from easy, because the penchant for general but unproven notions is 
deeply rooted in all of us. Not only the reader but also the author, in attempting to make 
the characteristics of countries and peoples concrete, hesitates between simplification 
and the many-sidedness of truth .... I am beginning a quest, a voyage into the heart of 
my own, yet not only my own, past. (Milosz 1958:3) 

Milosz believes, like many of the theorists discussed earlier, that written words can 

transform reality, and thus that literature can be culturally constitutive. Thus 'even our ideas and 

the books we've read transform reality - our outlook on reality is constantly shaped by literature" 

(Milosz in Czarnecka and Fiut 1987:3). His collection of essays, The Witness of Poetry (1983), is 

largely concerned with the roles that poetry specifically fulfills for him as well as the entire human 

family, but his explication of the role of poetry can be extended to his essays and lyrical histories 

as well. The title of this 1983 collection of essays is meant to emphasize the mediating character 

of poetry - it is not we who are witnessing, but rather poetry that is witnessing us in our multiple 

contexts. Moreover, he says, poetry is a more reliable witness than journalism or science. 

Peoples' needs change and the importance of the role of poetry shifts accordingly, which is 
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frozen form, especially when compared to the novel. Milosz believes a hierarchy of human needs 

exist. In this hierarchy •words' often become one of our most important needs. 

All reality is hierarchical simply because human needs and the dangers threatening 
people are arranged on a scale. No easy agreement can be reached as to what should 
occupy first place. It is not always bread; often it is the word. And death is not always 
the greatest menace; often slavery is. Nevertheless, anyone who accepts the existence 
of such a scale behaves differently from someone who denies it. The poetic act changes 
with the amount of background reality embraced by the poet's consciousness. In our 
century that background is, in my opinion, related to the fragility of those things we call 
civilization or culture. What surrounds us, here and now, is not guaranteed. It could just 
as well not exist - and so man constructs poetry out of the remnants found in ruins. 
(Milosz 1983:96-97) 

Like many Frankfurt School thinkers, Milosz firmly believes in the "many-sidedness of truth" 

(Milosz 1968:3), and correspondingly in the idea that no such thing as universal truth exists, 

because so-called truth" is always changing and depends, in any situation, on the mediations, 

the "force-field," existing between subjective and objective elements of being. Hence truths and 

needs change together as social context changes. For a person living in exile, for example, the 

need to tame a space, to make order out of chaos, becomes paramount. Writers in exile do this 

to a large degree (and not surprisingly) by seeking refuge in writing, as Rushdie has explicitly 

stated. 

Milosz has frequently ruminated on the circumstances of and responses individuals can 

make to a life in exile. He claims exile is due to a simple formula, that is, "whoever wields power 

is also able to control language and not only with the prohibitions of censorship but also by 

changing the meaning of words" (Milosz 1980:13). Milosz here is describing the battleground of 

culture in Hall's sense. He claims writers have an inherent ability to threaten the forces of power 

(to which Rushdie alludes in Haroun and the Sea of Stories), and a writer must make a conscious 

choice whether to do so or not. To choose affirmatively, in his scheme, opens a person up to the 

real possibility of being exiled. Thus the role of a writer is an inherently dangerous one, a 
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and oppressed" (MarzoratI 1990:32). 

History is a more important tool and focus for Milosz as a writer than it is for either 

Shammas or Rushdie. Shammas, however, would certainly agree with Mtlosz's statement that 

it is impossible not to look back, for there, in the land of your ancestors, of your family, 
a treasure has been left, more valuable than any riches measured by money, namely 
colors, shapes, intonations, details of architecture, everything that shapes one's 
childhood. By letting your memory speak you wake up the past and by the same token 
attract the Erinyes [A Pythagorean princple warns 'Having left your native land, don't look 
back, the Erinyes are behind you.* The Erinyes punish mortals, often by petrifying them]; 
yet man stripped of memory is hardly human or he represents a very impoverished 
humanity. Thus a contradiction appears and you have to learn to live with it. (Milosz 
1988:1-2) 

Learning how to live with the contradiction inherent in the passage of time and the activity of 

memory, and augmented by the imposition of exile, is an effort that I contend is dealt with through 

the process of mediation in these artists' various writings. The act of writing mediates the threat 

to identity exile imposes. 

IN CLOSING ... 

How is it that various experiences of forced exile have manifested themselves and been 

transformed in the works of Milosz, Shammas, and Rushdie? All three authors, through memory 

and imagination, have mediated and integrated the contradictions of simultaneously being home 

yet not home in their lives through their creative literary output. Milosz has done so by frequent 

diving into a chronicling, reflective effort regarding the nature of individual and collective loss so 

that he can create anew out of what is left to him. Shammas challenges the multiple expectations 

coming from the various factions which surround him with a Utopian prospect which comes out 

of the context into which he was born, using especially the material of language and memory. 

Rushdie, who is currently living an acutely isolating form of exile, has responded with a flight into 

fantasy, producing an allegory which acts as a thinly disguised manifesto condemning 
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censorship, and which also reflects upon Rushdie's own fear of losing his story-telling ability, the 

outcome of which he sees as a function of either his resignation or his perseverance in a trying 

situation. All these responses embrace and synthesize the various oppositions at work in these 

authors' experiences. 

Exile is a test of internal freedom and that freedom is terrifying. Everything depends upon 
our own resources.... The risk Is total, not assuaged by the warmth of a collectivity.... we 
are alone and loneliness is a permanent affliction of exile.... exile destroys, but if it fails 
to destroy you, it makes you stronger. (Milosz 1988:3) 

Exile, far from being the fate of those nearly forgotten unfortunates who have been 
dispossessed and expatriated, becomes something closer to a norm, an experience of 
crossing boundaries and charting new territories in defiance of the classic canonic 
enclosures, however much the loss and sadness of exile may also need 
acknowledgement and registering. (Said 1990:15) 

Moreover, as mentioned earlier in the discussion some of the Frankfurt School's basic tenets, the 

ability to see and articulate (the praxis of the writer) a positive future transformation within the 

context of the present limits of reality is what great works of art are all about: 

Critical Theory must contain a strongly imaginative, even Utopian strain, which transcends 
the present limits of reality .... Without fantasy, all philosophical knowledge remained in 
the grip of the present or the past and severed from the future, which is the only link 
between philosophy and the real history of mankind. The stress on fantasy, especially 
as embodied in great works of art, and the concern with praxis were thus the two cardinal 
expressions of Critical Theory's refusal to eternalize the present and shut out the 
possibility of a transformed future. (Jay 1973:77-78) 

Although this quote warns of the negative grip of the past, it is an impoverished humanity 

that has no memory (Milosz 1988). Shammas and Milosz fight against individual and collective 

loss of memory in their writings. When identity is threatened, as it is when someone is forced to 

live in exile, an assertion of individuality must be made in order to thwart the oppression brought 

on by a loss of definition in one's life. Thus mental and physical attempts are made to habituate 

to a new life. The transformation is slow. At the same time that one is trying to transform the 

strange into the familiar, memory is working at preserving the topography of the past. This dual 

observance, Milosz believes (1987), is the fate of an exile. 
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Milosz's view is less optimistic and forward-looking than Shammas's. Milosz tends to 

focus either on the preservation of the past or the responsibility of the present, although he 

believes it is hope that sustains poetry, whereas Shammas looks toward the future, at the expense 

of both Palestinian and Zionist rerfications of the past. Rushdie, on the other hand, constructs 

a fantastical world that poses questions such as whether the distinction between fact and fiction 

is valid. Do contrived stories have as much impact on social life as do scientific, journalistic, more 

true'-to-life stories? A passage from Rushdie's 1990(c) novel, Haroun and the Sea of Stories, 

entertainingly illustrates the hostility with which those who have much invested in fact' regard 

"fiction.* 

The Cultmaster came over and peered into Haroun's face. 'What brought you up here, 
eh?" he asked in his dull, dull voice. "Stories, I suppose." He said the word 'stories* as 
if it were the rudest, most contemptible word in the language. "Well, look where stories 
have landed you now.... You'd have done better to stick to Facts, but you were stuffed 
"with stories .... Stories make trouble. An Ocean of Stories is an Ocean of Trouble. 
Answer me this: what's the use of stories that aren't even true?" (Rushdie 1990c:155) 

The Cultmaster, Khattam Shud, in this story poses the question whether fiction has any value 

relative to fact. Based on theorists discussed in this thesis, one would have to answer that too 

often dichotomies obscure more than they illuminate, and that there is no absolute truth because 

truth changes in relation to changing context and as a result of the dialectical processes which 

drive social life. These dialectical processes include, among many other things, works of 

literature. 

This thesis has, in part, been an attempt to elucidate the anthropological significance of 

literary narrative. To this end I argue for the culturally constitutive character of literature, in this 

case how it transforms the experience of exile, both for the individual writers discussed here as 

well as their audience. Shammas's novel, for example, has challenged and confounded his 

multifarious audience with a unique view of Israeliness. 

The question of exile and its effect on literature is important to anthropologists who see 
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culture as being continuously negotiated. An individual forced into exile faces the challenge that 

isolation poses to self-definition. These writers negotiate that Isolation through their literary output, 

attempting to diminish feelings of alienation by creating, in a sense, strategies of belonging. It 

seems that cultural production in general is an attempt to create form out of formlessness, identity 

out of alienation. For the purposes of this thesis, exile is, then, a microcosmic site from which to 

glimpse the negotiated construction of identity. 

Our concern with negotiation implies that we should be less focused on what was or even 

with what is, but rather with what is becoming. This is what James Clifford sees as being Edward 

Said's project in Orientalism. Clifford, in commenting upon Said's book, contends that "if ail 

essentializing modes of thought must be ... held in suspense, then we should think of cultures 

not as organically unified or traditionally continuous but rather as negotiated, present processes' 

(Clifford 1988:273). 

The constructed identities of the three writers' discussed here defy essentialization. The 

ambiguities they face in their life experiences are reflected in their writing. Milosz, for example, 

contradicts himself at times regarding his political self. Sometimes it is primary; other times it is 

muted, even denied. He describes this oscillation as the result of being essentially possessed 

(by history, I would say): "I just think that various demons or beings inhabit me; they take me 

over, and I regret it afterward* (Milosz in Czarnecka and Fiut 1987:322). Especially since his 

reception of the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1980, it has been difficult for him to shake his image 

as the Polish national poet, whose works are emblematic of political engagement in writing. He 

is trying to combat the essentiafizing of his image, and sees, rather, that his politically- as welf as 

philosophically-oriented writings are all part of the same thread in his being. 

Rushdie and Shammas too resist essentializing. Exile is here used as a device to 

highlight the idea of the inappropriateness of essentializing the cultural experience of any 

individual, for the experience of exile creates a situation which calls for an intense personal and 
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political negotiation of meaning. The cultural studies school, in general, talks about the struggle 

and negotiation ongoing between hegemonic efforts to essentialize and homogenize people in 

terms of culture, and people's simultaneous acceptance and resistance to this in popular culture, 

a process which Hall describes as 'the double movement of containment and resistance1 (Hall 

1981:228). One of the foci of cultural studies is in transformations in culture. They see culture 

as a dialectical process, as essentially being a site of struggle, similar in spirit to Clifford's (1988) 

view of culture as negotiation. Like the Frankfurt School, a force-field exists in which neither the 

subject nor the object are wholly autonomous. Hall, then, says that in order to understand 

popular culture you must understand it as it exists in relation with the institutions of dominant 

cultural production (Hall 1981:231). 

This brings us back to the three writers considered in this paper whose objective situation, 

exile, is politically determined. Their subjective experience of isolation is mediated and 

transformed in their literature. It affects their audience as well as their own lives. Milosz says that 

•exile is not just a physical phenomenon of crossing state borders, for it grows on us, transforms 

us from within, and becomes our fate" (Milosz 1988:1). The experience of exile is an imposition 

on these writers, and it becomes internalized as another part of a continually negotiated identity. 
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