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PREFACE

Arndt Graf, Schirin Fathi, and Ludwig Paul

Sadik J. Al-Azm has been considered one of the leading Arab intellectuals and social critics for about 40 years. He became known as such to a broader Western public in 1989, after the “Rushdie affair”, when he took a mediating position in the inter-cultural and inter-religious discussions. In all these, he never failed to make clear his commitment to enlightenment and freedom of the press and other media, through which he has become one of the leading proponents of civil society in the Arab world. He has also decisively influenced the Islamic/Western “orientalist discourse” of the last 30 years.

The Saidian orientalist hypothesis aimed at correcting the “distorted” picture that (it said) Western societies had constructed of the Islamic world over centuries. By proposing an “Occidentalist hypothesis”, thus holding up a mirror to the Islamic world, Al-Azm gave another proof of his intellectual brilliance and wit. A typical ingredient of the distorted Orientalist and Occidentalist attitudes are conspiracy theories. It, therefore, seemed appropriate for us to organize a conference on “orientalism and conspiracy” to honor Sadik J. Al-Azm (in June 2005, Hamburg), the papers of which are collected in the present volume.

The term “conspiracy theories” usually denotes ideological patterns of explanation that reduce complex political or social issues to a simple black-and-white picture. This is done typically by constructing a scenario in which the we-group is threatened and/or dominated by a wicked group or organization that is working in secret. Conspiracy theories are highly complex and socially relevant phenomena of global impact and have not yet been investigated sufficiently so far.

Although conspiracy theories are widespread also in Western countries, they seem to be of specific interest for the study of modern Islamic societies. The one well-known conspiracy theory that ascribes the aspiration at global dominance to Jewish and Zionist circles may be called the universally most “successful” one and is indeed an integral part of most modern Islamist ideologies (but not only these). May conspiracy theories be characterized as products or by-products of modern social-political developments? Or is the recent increase in number and importance of conspiracy theories, in Islamic countries, rather to be understood as a sign of failed modernization?

By addressing questions like these within various theoretical frameworks, the conference aimed at contributing to a better understanding, and more systematic investigation of conspiracy theories in Islamic societies, taking into account the relevant regional and cultural aspects that have influenced specific conspiracy theories. In detail, the following issues were addressed:

•    case studies on specific conspiracy theories

•    the role that conspiracy theories have played in the framework of orientalist discourses

•    historical, theoretical, and conceptual conditions for the development and existence of conspiracy theories

In addition, the conference also aimed at contributing to a cross-cultural dialog, bringing together scholars from various Islamic and non-Islamic countries. It is hoped that with the publication of the present volume, a scholarly basis will be laid for a better mutual understanding of cross-cultural misunderstandings.


SADIK J. AL-AZM – SPEAKING TRUTH TO POWER A PERSONAL TRIBUTE

Stefan Wild

It was in the last days of December 1968, and I had just been posted to Beirut. The capital of Lebanon was at that time the intellectually liveliest of all Arab cities. It boasted four universities and had the freest press of any Arab country. The local historical background was the Arab defeat against Israel in the June war of 1967 – not more than 18 months had passed. Nasserism was on the decline, and the Palestinian presence in Lebanon began to emerge as a major political problem. On the international level, this was the era of the Cold War, and the US military got deeper and deeper entangled in Vietnam. I had only been in Lebanon for some months, but I had already heard much about the young Syrian university professor Sadik J. Al-Azm and his “radical views”. Sadik had been teaching at the American University of Beirut and had run into problems there. This was not the first and not the last time that Sadik was at loggerheads with a university administration. I am not aware that any Arabic university ever thought of awarding Sadik a doctorate honoris causa. In any case, when I wanted to meet Sadik in person, I could not see him. He had just been arrested and jailed. The reason given by the authorities was hard to believe even at the time. The charge was that Sadik had “stirred up confessional trouble”. The highest Muslim religious authority in Lebanon, the Mufti of the Lebanese Republic, had intervened after Sadik had published his collection of essays, Critique of Religious Thought (Arabic, Beirut 1968). The Sheikh started a legal procedure. Lebanese penal law at the time punished attempts to “foment confessional denominational trouble” as a kind of national high treason with up to three years in prison. The book had not unleashed religious unrest, but it had angered the religious authorities, especially the Sunni establishment. It was confiscated; Sadik at first hid but on 8 January 1969 gave himself up to the Lebanese authorities and was imprisoned. A week later, after a trial that was to become famous, Sadik was released, and I could finally meet him. Many months later, and to the credit of the Lebanese judicial system, he was acquitted on all accounts by a Lebanese court.

Speaking truth to power often means to speak truth against power and has its risks. The conflict between the scholar or – let us use the much maligned word – the intellectual on the one hand and political power on the other is symbolized in many languages by the metaphor of the pen versus the sword. An Arabic proverb even idealistically proclaims the pen to be the “better sword”. The formula “speaking truth to power” as the quintessential function and duty of the intellectual was made famous by Edward Said (25 September 2003). This formula, of course, does not mean that the intellectual simply possesses truth and power does not. It means rather that the intellectual believes that truth can only emerge in public debate and that public debate can only thrive when this debate is not made subservient to and controlled by political power. The intellectual does not claim to have found the truth, but he insists that political power curbing public debate will kill truth. To create a space of free public debate is, therefore, an essential part of the intellectual’s task. It was and is Sadik’s task to create this space in Arab society.

Thus, almost all of Sadik’s writings are intended as contributions to such a public debate. To be specific about Sadik’s part in this, I contrast for a moment Sadik’s oeuvre with Edward Said’s work on the one hand and Salman Rushdie’s on the other. To mention these two names, Edward Said and Salman Rushdie, in connection with Sadik J. Al-Azm is not a case of name-dropping. Sadik has written on Edward Said and was close to many of his views, especially about the Arab-Israeli conflict. That did not prevent him from clashing very publicly with him on some points and on some aspects of the Saidian concept of “orientalism” – the title of probably the most influential book Edward Said wrote (Orientalism, New York 1978). Sadik has also – much later – written extensively on Salman Rushdie’s literary work. He not only defended it as an exercise in free speech to which a novelist must be entitled, rather, Sadik explained, Salman Rushdie’s famous novel The Satanic Verses should be seen as a necessary step in modern literature that did for a Muslim culture and for Islam what James Joyce had done with his Ulysses for Irish Catholics and Christianity. There are numerous analogies and similarities between the three authors, Edward Said, Salman Rushdie, and Sadik J. Al-Azm. Sadik shares with Edward Said his predilection of the political essay, and he shares with Salman Rushdie a deep distrust of institutionalized religion. But while Edward Said and Salman Rushdie wrote and write mainly for a Western, especially a US public, Sadik’s target readership is primarily an Arab public. Most of his writing is done in Arabic, and his countless comments and interviews in the press address an Arab reader.

It is probably fair to say that the favorite target of Sadik’s criticism is the alliance of political power with institutionalized religion. But one must not forget that Sadik’s first critique, the book Self-critique after the Defeat (namely the defeat of 1967, published in Beirut in 1968) was primarily a scathing attack on official Arab reactions to the defeat in the 1967 war. Already its title was a provocation. While official Arab political correctness at the time spoke of a “setback” or a “catastrophic misfortune”, Sadik called a spade a spade and a defeat a defeat. This book was also a showdown with Arabic nationalism and especially with Nasserism. One has perhaps to have lived through this era to fully appreciate how much courage it took for an Arab intellectual to criticize Gamal Abdel Nasser, the symbol of pan-Arab nationalism at the time. Sadik ironically wondered why the Arab leaders called the Israeli attack that led to the Six Days’ War of 1967 a “cowardly act”, when the Arab countries had claimed for years to be in a state of war with Israel, thus exposing the hollow rhetoric of the Arab regimes. He was also an early critic of Yassir Arafat, after the latter had become the chairman of the PLO and the new symbol of hope for Arabs and Palestinians. In many ways, Sadik is the writer who has made self-criticism of an Arab in Arabic famous; this book was the mother of Arab self-criticism, as it were. Sadik produced a constant parallel stream of criticism directed against the different US administrations – but this is in this context less interesting.

Sadik is not only a writer, he is also somebody who loves public debates, even when or rather especially when they are sharp. His public debates with Sheikh Yusuf al-Qaradawi, an icon of Islamic fundamentalist thought, or Hassan al-Turabi, the most famous Islamist of Sudan, live on the Arabic TV channel al-Jazeera, years ago, have become famous. It must have been one of the very few occasions on which, to their great discomfort, these two had to publicly face flat contradiction and even sardonic irony.

There are a number of constant topics in Sadik’s work: The commitment to more justice for the Palestinians, the critical view of US policy in the Middle East and his fight against the misuse of institutionalized religion in the service of oil and power. Let me try to point out what seems to me to be an important trait of Sadik’s written work with philosophical implications. Sadik is and was part of what loosely has – or should one say had – to be called the Arab left. Marxism seemed for many Arab intellectuals the best way to understand their societies; socialism seemed a good way to build a better and more equitable society. In this, Arab intellectuals were not alone. Throughout the world between Europe and Latin America and particularly in many developing countries, socialism promised reform if not revolution. The “Arab Left” had been projected back into the Middle Ages by such serious philosophers as Ernst Bloch; Avicenna, Averroes, and al-Farabi were claimed as forerunners of modern leftist ideology. In Beirut, publishing houses and literary circles, clubs, journals, and newspapers ran the whole gamut of the left: from orthodox communism split into Soviet and Chinese observance to non-dogmatic Marxism. In Germany, we have good reasons to be skeptical of Stalinism and “real socialism” as practiced behind the Iron Curtain. But in the Arab countries, most intellectuals were on the side of the left even if this left was ill-defined. Secularism, rationalism, feminism, and scientific research seemed possible only if and when these societies moved to the left. The Arab left offered the chance to be part of an international project that allowed for an unheard of pluralism. We may smile today when we go through the yellowing pages of Khamsin, the “Journal of Revolutionary Socialists of the Middle East”, which appeared in the late 1970s and early 1980s; it bore the name of a desert storm and was published in Paris and London. But here was one of the few platforms that opened a discussion between Arabs and Israelis. This Arab left never confused Judaism and Zionism, and in Khamsin we find Sadik J. Al-Azm’s name next to the names of Jewish and Israeli intellectuals. The virtual disappearance of the Arab left after the dissolution of the Soviet Union and after the downfall of state socialism is, in my view, one of the factors responsible for the rise of an Arab and Muslim anti-Zionism that is becoming more and more tinged with old-fashioned European anti-Semitism and is colored by quotations from the Qur´an. One of Sadik’s most interesting books stated his commitment to an enlightened form of non-dogmatic Marxism under the title In defence of materialism and history (Arabic, Beirut 1990) – the date of appearance is a telling indication of its intellectual position.

Sadik is an outspoken and unrepentant secularist. He fights for the Enlightenment and refuses to see in secularism and Enlightenment political notions poisoned by being derived from non-Arab or non-Muslim sources. He calls for humanism, rationalism, religious pluralism, freedom of conscience – his polemical force rests on an eminently moralist approach. The cliché that Sadik is an enfant terrible, a rebel who invites scandals, is not entirely wrong. There is a strong confrontational and combative element in most of what he writes. But the scandal is calculated and is moral in the sense that it is deeply rooted in political morality, in an almost deadly serious moral commitment. There is nothing playful about this. The worst thing one could do to Sadik would probably be to call him a post-modernist, a post-structuralist, a de-constructionist or God forbid an adherent of Jacques Derrida. The element of an arbitrary and endless epistemological game is incompatible with Sadik’s moral commitment. Finally, it is a pleasure to read his prose, especially the polemical passages.


PERSONAL WORDS TO AN ADMIRED TEACHER AND FRIEND

Gernot Rotter

Sadik, getting this honorary doctorate from the Asia-Africa Institute of the University of Hamburg may mean for you just one more – and I am sure not the last one and not the most important one – among all the prizes and honors you have been awarded by universities and other institutions around the world. But for the Department of Islamic Studies at the University of Hamburg it is certainly one of the unique events of the last 20 years.

Since I am no longer an official representative of the Institute it is not my duty here to deliver the official laudatory speech in the name of the institute, but I would like to congratulate you in a very personal way.

In the mid-1990s, we discussed at the institute in Hamburg whom we should invite to as a visiting professor. Without any hesitation, I proposed you as our first choice. Until that time we two had not even met personally. But intellectually you had already been a highly respected spiritual friend – or should I say, an admired teacher of mine for about 30 years.

The starting point of this one-sided admiration must have been some time in the last months of my first longer stay in the Near East, when I was working as an assistant at the German Institute for Oriental Studies in Beirut in 1968–1969. I finally had learned to read Arab newspapers not only for the sake of improving my Arabic but for the sake of understanding the political and cultural life around me. At the same time, I had started to follow discussions in Arabic when meeting with intellectuals of the Lebanese society.

Suddenly, in one of those days long gone, there was a book on every one’s lips: An-naqd adh-dhâtî ba‘da l-hazîma, “Self-criticism after the Defeat”, meaning the defeat of the Arab armies in the so-called Six Days’ War against Israel in 1967, written by an hitherto unknown young intellectual of Syrian origin called Sadik J. Al-Azm. And only a few months later, when I was already back in Germany, but still in close contact with some Lebanese friends, I learned that a second book by the same author with the title Naqd al-fikr ad-dînî “Critique of Religious Thought” had come out and that this book was discussed even more controversially than the first one.

I do not want to discuss the impact these two books had on the political discourse in the Arab world in general – and on the life of their author. This will be done, I am sure, by others in much greater detail. Instead, I will focus on the considerable influence that these two books had on my own academic development as a scholar of Islamic and Arabic Studies or just as a politically thinking human being.

Before going to Beirut, I had just graduated in Oriental Studies at the University of Bonn, where my two main teachers had been Otto Spies and Annemarie Schimmel. Spies, at least in my impression, was looking at the Near East in quite a conservative and realistic way, although his main interest lay mainly in very special juridical questions of medieval shari‘a law, mainly in Turkish and other oriental fairy tales and in Turkish history. These were topics I myself was not very much interested in, although I appreciated his capabilities as a teacher and his great sense of humor.

Annemarie Schimmel on the other hand, herself being a mystic, was looking at the Muslim world in a very emotional, enthusiastic, and romantic way. This romanticism was not restricted to a certain time, social class or intellectual movement in Islamic history but included the whole modern Muslim world without any reservation and in all its manifestations.

It cannot be denied that our small group of students was – in one way or the other – fascinated by the Middle East, but this could not prevent us from sometimes mocking her exaggerated admiration of the Muslim World. Nevertheless, the influence of Spies and Schimmel on my academic development was considerable at that time.

With this background – in addition to the many sympathies for the revolutionary movements that was typical among European students in those days – I had come to Beirut for the first time. Only very slowly did I take notice of the numerous contradictions within the Lebanese, Syrian, and Palestinian societies around me, with the result that my established image of the Arab world started to crumble. Yes, to a certain degree, I lost my bearings. It was exactly at this time when your book Self-Criticism after the Defeat came out. Line after line, I felt how furious and enraged, how disappointed and hopeless you must have been while writing this book. Whereas most young academics on the campuses of Beirut’s universities – not to speak of the average citizens – were sure that foreign conspiracies and interventions had led to the Arab defeat in 1967, you looked for the reasons inherent in the Arab world itself, in its mentality and traditions, in its incompetence, inability, and unwillingness to criticize itself.

Indeed, the word “self-criticism” (naqd dhâtî) is quite a recent word in Arabic and just looks like a literary loan translation from either English “self-criticism” or German “Selbstkritik”. Was it even you, Sadik, who introduced this word into the modern Arab vocabulary, because of your extensive knowledge of European philosophy, as only very few others have in the Arab world?

Asking for self-criticism is asking for realism and rationalism. And this – and I hope you agree with me, Sadik – is the leitmotif of all your work: writing for rationalism in the Arab world.

Apart from the contents of the two mentioned books and many more that followed – and into which I will not go here in more detail – there were two aspects of your writing style that attracted me. First, in spite of all your harsh criticism, irony, satire, and sarcasm you never regressed to plain hatred. And second, you never lost your great sense of humor. For instance, the way you used the word fahlawî or fahlawîya – taken from the dialect and impossible to translate – to characterize Arab mentality and the striking examples you used to depict this term to the reader were just hilarious.

A good sense of humor is an important prerequisite of self-criticism and rationalism. Therefore, all fundamentalist movements of the world, be they religious or ideological or just moralistic, are lacking in any sense of humor. This lack of humor is the connecting link among them – it is their common feature. Living in the Arab world I met many an academic with an enormous sense of humor and very rationalist views. But there are only very few of them who dare to stand up for their opinions in public, like you do. One unforgettable instance was your famous dispute with Shaikh al-Qaradawi on religious essentials broadcast on al-Jazeera a few years ago. And it is for these reasons, Sadik, that people like you are so important for the Arab world, especially in these days.

Several times during my 30 years as a teacher at the Universities of Tübingen and Hamburg, I chose publications of yours as required reading for my classes. I remember at least one of my former students, Astrid Raab, decided on the basis of these classes to write her M.A. thesis on certain aspects of your publications. It goes without saying that I supported this decision
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