T T S e

s’

ST I T AR LR e e s
e ——

Commentary Marca 2000

. mation, almost beyond t.hought or

tradling 2 doomed

a lamb™—a wounded Chd;‘:%

in 2 scaled-down narrative of re-
nunciation and redemption.

‘What if, when whites are turned
to loving, blacks wiil have turned to
hating? This (to repear) was the ter-
rible fear voiced by Alan Paton in
Cry, the Beloved Country, 2 novel sim-
ilarly centered in an incldent of
black-on-white violence but one in
which justice and merty triumph
together. The even more terrible
response given by Coetzee is thae
when that fateful snoment arrives,
any independent sense of realicy will
h:ve been so y extinguished
that there will be no one to teli the
difference between love and hate, jus-
tice and mercy, right and wrong. In
this, surely, he is mistaken; but he
comes searingly close to xmkmg us
believe it is so.
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Amncz intellectual debate broke

cut in October 1976 when
Edward Szid, the Palestinian-bamn
Parr Professor of English at Co-
tumbia University and a partisan of
Michel Foucault and other trendy

Darnes Prres ir divector of the Middle
East Forien aud the author of, oth-
er works, The Hidden Hand: Middle
East Fears of Conspiracy.
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French postmodernists, wrote an es-
sey for the New York Times Book Re-
virw that Western scholars
of the Middle East ted “an
unbroken tradition in European
thought of profound hnsuhty cven
hatred, towuﬂ Islam.” In his dia-
tribe Said singled out Bernard Lew-
is, then the Clcvehnd E. Dodge
Professor of Near Easvern Studies at
Princeton, as the de-facto leader of
thix nefarious schoof of *Oriental-
ism.” Hardly one to shrink fram 2
challenge, Lewis, one of our age’s
most eminent scholars of Islam, re-

ded by defending
ol ot s Sl s
cesses of the Onenulut tndmon,
that unique effort by members of
anc divilization to comprehend and
appreciate another.

A witness to this debate might
have expected Lewis's collezpues in
the field to stand by him, not just
because he was their work
but becanse Szid, for his part, claar-
Klacked the scademic credentials

at specinlists.of any kind usually
demand of one whz opines ;;nc their
sulyject. But they did nat; to the con-
trary, Mlddl?ﬁs( msdpgml;m uver-

whelmingly accepted Said' critique,
and even ug:mded on it Whole new
subficlds were d to flesh

out his (for enmple, by

.apPl to geader, somethin,

Sud barely mentioned); the dm:l—
plm:ofMddlcFastmuﬁesbeume
muarkedly i to “cutsiders”
(thatu,omdmmd:em-abpomt
ofmvr);me:muhsquuueda
meaning so intensely
‘neo-Onentabst’umds ewrst
multonecanhm'htl inche
= the baed tirel
Sdll, the e is not enti
over. Martin Kramer, 2 h.:gi:.l)rl:l.ly
ented former student of Lewiss who
now heads the Dayan Center at Tal
Av:vavcmty continues the not-

eﬂ?nntnpmemmd
e:tm! uverrl canturies’ worth of
Westen scholarship. In The femish

of Idam, sboal: ted
to his teacher, Kramer has brought
togcthencullecnon of nine essays
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by Middle East scholars to which he
has added his own insightful intro-
duction, all focusing on one central
aspert of this tradition.

In HELPING to deveiop 1 Sth-centu~
ry Evropesn attitudes toward the
Middle East, Jewish scholars, Ber-
nard Lewis once pointed out, brought
a very different sensibility to bear
from that of their Chl:isém coun-
terparts. Unaﬁfectgd y “nostalgia
for the Crusades,” and nntmd::jgl:y
the bitterly hostile feelings toward
Islam and Moslims that prevailed in
played “a key role in the develop-
raent of an objective, nonpolemical,
and positive evaluation of Islamic
civilization.” More broadly, they
- were “among the first who attempt-
ed to present Islam to European
readers ay Muslims themselves see it
and to stress, to recognize, and in-
deed sometimes to rormanticize the
merits and schicvements of Muslim
avilizagon.”

Martin Kramer quotes these
words in his introduction 1s he of-
fers his own survey of illustrious
Jewish figures—scholars snd non-~
scholars alike—who bad a major im-

act on Europe's perception of Is-
Fam. Again 2od sgain he is able to
poiat up the dramatic contrast be-
ecaly Sargod, aed thecloicdy
raci U ol
hosﬁl! attitude toward Islam ul:cny
by many Christians. Seen from to-
day’s vantage point, indeed, when
Muslim-Jewish relations are so bften
tense Tnd cven ‘lrioles'nt,oftl':;:ls nhnlzst
joyously positive tenor is older
_’I:y:ishyenoouata seems nothing
short of astonishing.

Benjamin Disraeli (1804-81), for
example, later to become prame min-
ister of Great Britzin, ance thought
of volunteering for the Ottoman
a.ru;ly. Ignaz 4 singl (1850-1_.9§l 1),

sps Europe ¢ most influ-
e.p:rtialp:tudent of the Middlc East,
went so fr 25 to pray as & Muslim in
Cairo, recounting that “pever in my
life was I more devout, more trul
devout.” Sorae actually converted:

of Lvov and Vienna (1900-92), ad-
vised the Saudi king and served as
Pakistan’ ambassador to the United
Natons before settling down to pub-
Lish an influentisl English-lanpuage
trznsladion of the Qur’sn.

"THE FACTS establiched by Kramer

and his contributors have 2 number’

of implications. For one thing, as ja-
coly Lassner writes here, by present-
ing Islam more objecdvely, not to
ssy empathetically, Yewish scholars
turned the whele field of compara-
tive religion “from religious apolo-
getcs . . . into a respected discipline.”
And this empathetic approach is the
oue that prevailed, making s -

of Said' grand theory of Orien-
talist hostility to Islam. Onc Arab
scholar goes so far as to credit Gold-
ziher with having arcated “a kind of
orthodoxy which has retained its
power until cur own time.” By con-
trast, the more “Christian” approach,
which did indeed see Islamn as 2 rival
and regard Middle Eastern culture
as inferior, and on which Said fo-
cused to the utter neglect of the Ger-
man-Jewish school, has long been
not just defunct but despised and

diated.

upgrdin Muslims now living in
the West also owe much to the Jew-
ish scholars. As Martin Kramer puts
it, “the regpect for Istam which Jews
had done so much to disseminate
nat only survived in Europe, but
served as the basis for s tal-
erance of Muslim minorities” after
World War II. And he goes on to
make Ehiﬂ:ame point in symbolic
erms: synagogues
erected by Jewish communities in

accept the real mosques which Mus-
lim communities erected scross the
continent in the 20¢ch.”

But there are also a pumber of un-
pleasant ironies lurking in this tale.
One hope of the early Jewish schol-
ars of Islam was to generate sympa-
thy for Jews as well as Muslims. As
Kramer writes in his introduction, 3
carallary of their celcbrations of me-
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dieval Islamic civilization—a civiliza-
tion in which Jews had played na
smail role—awas the implicit sugges-
tion that, were contemporary Jews
allowed to participate fully in Euro-
pean sodiety, they would enhance it
no less than they had enhanced Bagh-
dad or Cordova, peaks of human
achievement worthy of anivne% ad-
miration. But even as they helped lay
the groundwork for tolerance of
Muslims and respect for Islam, these
“pro-Islamic Jews” (the term is Ber-
nard Lewis) failed when it came to
improving sttitudes toward their
own people, This c2n be seen still
today, when the ideology associated
with Western multiculturalism and
third-worldisn—two ostensibly out-
ward-Jooking movements whose lin-
eage can be traced in part to the
wotk of the pro-Istamic Jews—re-
mains inimical to Israel and Jews
alike,

Muslims themselves have played.
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a critical role in this process. Hav-
ing adopted the romantic concep-
tions propagated by Jewish scholars,
and having incorporated them into
the Islamic self-image, they then
turned them into weapons against
Ziohism and Jews. As Lewis has writ-
ten, the myth of 2 time when Jews
enjoyed equal rights with Muslims
“was invented by Jews in 19th~cen-
tury Europe as a reproach to Chris-
tians—and taken up by Muslimns in
our OWn time as a reproach to Jews,”
particularly the Jews in the state of
Israel who have declined to assume
their “rightful”—i.e,, subordinate—
place in the Jslamic Middle East. It
is an old story, this story of good will
rewarded with enmity, but seldom
has it been illuminated with such
bitter clarity.
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Companion

Walter Benjamin at the
“Dairy Queen: Reflections at
Sixty and Beyond
by Larry McMuruy
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Reviewed bY
Christopher Caldwell

VER THE last four decades, the
“Texas writer Larry McMur-

try, now 63, has published two
dozen novels. Many of the better
ones—Tbe Last Picture Show, Terms
of Endearment, Texarvillo—have been
turned into movies and television
series, and so it is hardly surprising
that he has also successhully turned
his hand to screenplays, in addition
to keeping up a prolific career as 3
journalist. On top of all this, he is
one of North America major anti-
quarian booksellers, most recently
opening 1 complex in Archer City,
Texss, housing 250,000 used books.

CHrisToPHER CALDWELL fs semior
writer ot the Weekly Standard.
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It was while sitting at a Dairy
Queen restsurant in Archer City,
McMurtry tells us, thac he first read
“The Storyreller,” an essay on the
conditions that make literature pos-
sible by the Genman critic-philoso-
pher Walter Benjamin (1892-1940).
Siace then he has read everything
of Benjamin's that is available in En-
glish, though with mild irritation,
For one thing, he finds it hard to
share Benjamin's own disappoint-
ment at his failure to bundle his in-
sights into big, coherent works. But
he is also puzzled, specificaily, by
Benjamin's belief that the telling and
passing-on of good stories “presup-
poses 3 certain human and cultural
density.” By this reckoning, since his
upbringing in northern Texas of-
fered no cultural density at all, Lar-
ry McMurtry the novelist should
not exist. In the three loosely linked
essays of this book, he tries to Fig-
ure out why, in fact, he does.d

MM is at pains to underline
that he c“;:tyes no??'ru:m the small-
town, Dixie part of Texas—"a place
that, spiritually, was still devastated

by its defeat in the Civil War"—but

from the desolate Great Plains. He
grew up in Archer County, on the
“shore of 2 sea of grass,” a place
where there were neither European
coffechouses nor even Southern
memogﬁ :;cll S::themh courdngse
steps, but e solit rofes-
siml:s of mwbo;:ing. And :;ngoymg
Mdl:dlu‘uTy shows, presents certain
pro| as3 limz heritage.

For one thing, there wgrc not
enough people around where he
grew up to ereate a bearable society
for nan-cowboys. For another thing,
cowboying itself has long been
essentially a myth, if not 2 fraud.
Open-range cowboying lasted for
only a couple of decades afeer the
Civil War, and it was acver prof-
itable, (The Hercford and Angus
cattle with which the early barons
populated the prairie were “lazy
grazers,” bred for lush English pas-
tures.) As for today’s cowboys, t[;:‘esy
offer a shabby parody of 19th-cen-
tury life that is 3 mix of fashion,



