Introduction

Andreas Pflitsch, Barbara Winckle

LIt is not that art, particularly literature®, Jos “proclaimed on the occasion of
receiving the Nobel Prize for Literature,
but just the reverse.” ,Language and, pref
are more ancient and inevitable, more durable than any form of social organization.

This volume, whose title resounds Walter G. Andrews seminal work on Ottoman
poetry Poetry’s Voice, Society’s Song,’ assembles the contributions to a series of
lectures held at the Freie Universitit Berlin under the title , Literatur und Gesellschaft
im Vorderen Orient* (,Literature and iety in the Middle East) and the papers
presented at an international Workshop ,,Poetry’s Voice —Seciety’s Norms. Forms of
Interaction between i their Socie held at the Haus der
Kulturen der Welt in Berlin during November, 16th — 18th, 2003, The Workshop was a
joint venture of the Institute of Arabic Studies under the uspices of the
Interdisciplinary Centre ,,Social and Cultural History of the Mic East“, Freie
Universitit Berlin, the projects ,,Cultural Mobility in Near Eastern Literatures and
_West-Eastern Divan“ of the Working Group Modernity and Islam at the
Wissenschafiskolleg zu Berlin (Institute of Advanced Studies), and the Haus der
Kulturen der Welt, Berlix
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ature to reveal the ¢ range of possibilities. Literature
constantly scrutinises certainties of any sort, which i8,a core element of enlightenment.
As Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno argued in their Dialektik der Aufkldrung,
enlightenment tends to become a certainty that has to be €enstantly questioned in order
not to lose its original power. The decons nction of certai however closely related
to European enlighte 0 pear, has its predecessors in Near Eastern
literature, as Navid Kermani’s contnb ion shows. Literature, be it ‘classical’ or
‘modern’, that abstains from the level of the political does not lose pelitical relevance,
see Ken Seigneurie’s and Barbara Winckler’s articles. On the contrary, it utilises fully
its very own possibilities and fulfills its very own function in and for society. In this
sense, it is committed literature, while decidedly political literature in the classical sense
is politics, not literature. Writer and critic 1ke the Egyptian Edwar al-Kharrat’ harshly
criticize literature in which >duce ereotypes of the positive
forthright optimistic ists are ,,simply string
drawn, mere ag iterature, for al-
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Crisis of images

There are, however, farther reaching objectives to our endeavour. A radical revision of
established valorizations of past epochs and consequently of scholarly priorities are at
stake. For long time Islam-imprinted societics used to view their own past through the
grill of established norms rather than questioning the validity of these norms in social
reality. Thus, a rather rigid image of the past has emerged, that leaves little space for
nuances. Mohammed Arkoun® has justly lamented.the dominance of ‘logocentrism’, i.e.
of those discourses that rely on the ‘word’ as the bearer of ontological, indeed
transcendental truth, over those realms of reality that rely on human experience as their
reference. Arkoun claims that ‘logocentrism’, a concept that was originally developed
by Derrida to criticize Western societies, today dominates not only intra-Islamic
thinking but oriental scholarship as well. Indeed,  Western scholarly disciplines
concerned with the East — that from the 18th century onward have played an active role
in the ‘de-mystification’ of the Orient” — clearly mirror the rather a-sensual, ascetic self-
image held by the contemporary heirs to the Islamic tradition themselves. Their
canonical view of their own history is based, as Samir Kassir has stressed,’ on a
doublefold teleology, one being the religious. Arabic-Islamic history that starts with the
Qur’anic revelation retains a rather odd and chaotic image of the previous era, that is
subsumed under the label jahiliyya, “era of ignorance” or “barbarism”, without any
attempt to contextualize the period with the surrounding cultures of Late Antiquity. This
claim of an identifiable beginning of Islamic culture, which is often tacitly accepted in
Western discourse as well, is part of the construction of Islam as a monadic entity. It
contradicts historical facts, risking to ignore processes of ‘Romanization’ that had
imprinted theNear East, including the Arab Peninsula, to a degree that pre-Islamic
Arabs could ascend to the rank of a Roman emperor. One tenet of critical oriental
scholarship thus would be the ‘de-islamization’ of the image of history. A no less
important other tenet would be its ‘de-nationalization’, its severing from the concept of
a consistent ethnic agency. To refer to Samir Kassir again, “the deconstruction of a
national teleology renders to Islam ~ viewed as an amalgamic force — its priority over
ethnic identity. After a few decades, the history that Islam had propelled collapses with
the histories and narratives of the peoples contained by the Islamic state or states. Thus,
a new culture emerges, that relies on religion as just one of its many components. Once
this amalgamic force of Islam is recognized, the issue of the ‘decadence’ of Arabic
culture becomes problemati¢™.’

Modern Arab historiography adopted the European classification of history in three
parts: Antiquity, Middle' Ages, Modernity." In imitating the Western model, writes

6 Cf. Mohammed Arkoun, Re-thinking Islam, Leiden: Brill 2003.

7 Cf. Jirgen Osterhammel, Die Entzauberung Asiens. Europa und die asiatischen Reiche im 18.
Jahrhundert, Miinchen: Beck 1998.

8  Cf. Samir Kassir, Das arabische Ungliick, Berlin: Schiler 2006.

9  Kassir, Das arabische Ungliick, 38f.

10 Christoph Cellarius (1638-1707) introduced this division in 1685 in his Historia universalis ... in
antiquam et medii aevi ac novam divisa, cf. Wolfgang Reinhard, Probleme deutscher Geschichte,
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ind a long era of decline
ahda). Thus 700 years,
n of Baghdad, the often
claimed turning point of Islamic history, 1 century, are dashed into
scholarly oblivion, being dismissed as i that the centuries where
by far the richest in artistic productior i ing. The dependence of local
scholars on Western oriental scholars, that i ifest here, reaches back into Ottoman
times. Thus, as Thomas Bauer has sh etical criteria changed under the
influence of the West in late-Ottoman times. Even Nasif al-Yaziji, ,,the Lebanese author
of the 19th century that was less moulded by the West than most of his collegues®, was
influenced by Western opinion and finally adopted its taste."

Today, Samir Kassir adds, the period of the nahda is scen as fruitless. ,For this
reason, only the concept of decline survives as well as thatof a Golden Age, impossible
to regain.“'> Not only /in Arab historiography but also in‘the realm of literature this
model proved to be tr SUCCE e literature the Mamluk and the
Ottoman eras — two epochs of massive artistic creativity — are today dismissed by
Western and Arab scholars alike as worthless fine-sounding verbiage with kitschy
pathos that support the idea of the ‘asr al-inhitat. With the conseque hat today, as
Thomas Bauer put it, ,,Arabs themselves are more convinced than anybody else by their
own decline.“"”
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when many individuals
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the pre-modern era, h the addition o
present. Such a perception that had alread
in the 1930s,” is particularly misleading
used more than one language to produg
experimenting with genres established
another, a case demonstrated in our
magamat in Arabic and Persian.'"®
Taking on such an anachronistic pos moreover detrimental, since a vast
amount of literary production has through more recent political developments become
detached from its place of origin which has been turned into a nation state with a
language of its own and no longer receptive of testimonies from the early culture.
Persianate poetry, particularly the ghazal,'” discussed by Sunil Sharma, is a case in
point. It is today claimed neither by its original language eommunity, nowadays widely
limited to Iran, neither by the societies that today inhabit its space of origin, i.c. Pakistan
and India. Moreover cligiously homogeneous entity called
‘Middle East’. The Working Group Mo ity and Islam with its aim to expand the
horizon of Europe’s history and to integrate neighbouring areas, aspires to define the
multi-layered processes of communication, reception, and mobility. ask that has
lately been substantially promoted by Atef Botros’ valuable collection of studies Der
Nahe Osten — ein Teil Europas?" has proven particularly urgent, since processes of
massive polarization are presently endangering the cultural diversity of the Near East.
Reuven Snir has time i utterly neglected and
marginalized Arab 1 the Jewish-Zionist
canonical cult i : p-Jewish identity
and highlig so-calle ! ‘ d against the ‘pure’ Arab-
Muslim ¢ : 1 ' i 1 e contained; the few
still inf i ] adition that
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Contributors and editors wish to dedicate this volume to Angelika Neuwirth, who

resisted being honoured by a Festschrift with all her might. In defiance of her modesty,
however, we can not spare her zecei ion of our deep felt gratitude and
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