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      “Memmi’s opus, presented as it is here, allows readers access to the literary trajectory of a distinguished writer and will breathe new life into current scholarship and teaching on colonialism, literature, theory, and Jewish history. A beautiful dialogue emerges, one that places Memmi’s ideas in conversation with himself and with readers in new and exciting ways.”

      —James D. Le Sueur, author of Uncivil War: Intellectuals and Identity Politics during the Decolonization of Algeria and director of the film The Art of Dissent
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        Introduction

      
      Jonathan Judaken

      Albert Memmi defies categorization. Jew and Arab, Tunisian and French, African and European, born poor and yet privileged, Jewish and staunchly secular, Zionist and critical of Israel, a leftist who highlighted the blindness of progressives, a prophet of national liberation whose viewpoint was internationalist, a socialist and anticolonialist who underlined the shortcomings of third-world postcolonial regimes, Albert Memmi has always challenged “fixed identities and easy binaries.”1 In The Colonizer and the Colonized, he called himself “a sort of half-breed of colonization, understanding everyone because” he “belonged completely to no one.”2 The Albert Memmi Reader appears on the one-hundredth anniversary of his birth when now more than ever we need his voice to guide us on the complex issues of our time.

      On his centenary, we are ripe for a new Memmi moment: a rediscovery of his work and a renaissance in Memmi scholarship. Memmi was always more than a prophet of decolonization.3 This compendium spotlights the continuities in his substantial oeuvre. From his earliest writing, he was in dialogue with existentialists like Martin Buber, Jean-Paul Sartre, and Albert Camus, repurposing the struggle for human recognition highlighted in their work to fit the colonial encounter. He was a forerunner in conceptualizing privilege. He broke new ground in exploring the parallels in forms of domination that led to the understanding of oppression as intersectional or interlocked.

      As a Jew from North Africa writing in Paris about the modern Jewish condition, he is an important and oft-cited representative of the imperial turn in Jewish studies.4 He rethought anti-Semitism in light of other forms of racism, coining new language for what he termed heterophobia.5 He helped to establish a new generation of North African novelists and to canonize francophone literature from the Maghreb. As a leftist and a secularist, Memmi warned about the rise of religious tribalism, understanding that terrorist movements emerge out of legitimate social grievances but can take on regressive forms tied to a reactionary agenda. Weaving together these threads among others to offer for the first time in any language the arc of Memmi’s whole opus in a single volume, The Albert Memmi Reader gives an overview of one of the great modern thinkers.6

      

      Born in 1920 on the edge of the hara, the Jewish quarter in Tunis, Memmi, the second child but eldest son in a large family, was raised speaking Judeo-Arabic at home while studying Hebrew in his kouttab (a traditional religious school).7 His illiterate mother was of Bedouin Berber heritage, and his father an Italian Tunisian artisan. He was destined to assume his father’s place in his saddle shop. Yet he eventually became a leading novelist and social theorist writing in French, a key intellectual in the anticolonial struggle, and thus a central figure in colonial and postcolonial scholarship, francophone literature, Jewish studies, and antiracist theory.

      Memmi achieved this thanks to attending one of the Alliance israélite universelle (AIU) schools before being selected for a scholarship to lycée Carnot, the most prestigious high school in Tunisia.8 By then, the French language had become a passport, “a way to master and become intimate with European culture and power.”9 Two professors at lycée Carnot would profoundly influence him: Jean Amrouche, a renowned francophone poet, and the philosopher Aimé Patri. While continuing his education in philosophy at the University of Algiers, he began to publish articles in the Jewish press.

      The dark years of the Nazi occupation stalled his ambitions. After the defeat in June 1940, the French government moved to Vichy, passing draconian anti-Jewish legislation that systematically excluded Jews from citizenship and rights, seeking to eliminate Jews from public life in France and the colonies alike.10 As a result, Memmi was expelled from school in Algeria and forced to return to Tunisia. The German and Vichy governments bombarded the airwaves with anti-Jewish propaganda, hoping to stir the Muslim population against the Jews. But according to the historian Paul Sebag, “manifestations of hostility were, in sum, rather rare. The vast majority of the Christian and Muslim population displayed the greatest restraint.”11

      Following the Allied landings in North Africa, for six months beginning in November 1942, the Axis powers directly occupied Tunisia, drastically altering everyday life. Tunisian Jews now faced “roundups, deportations, pillaging, forced labor, and bombings.”12 The Nazis imposed heavy fines on the Jewish community, confiscated Jewish property, and interned some five thousand Jews in labor camps, Memmi among them.13 Then in May 1943, Tunisia was the first country with a sizable Jewish community to be liberated from Nazi occupation as the Allies moved from North Africa into Europe to end Nazi rule.

      After the war, following in the footsteps of Amrouche and Patri, Memmi moved to Paris, enrolling to study philosophy at the Sorbonne with Gaston Bachelard, the theorist of the “epistemological break,” and Jean Wahl, whose pioneering studies forged the building blocks of existentialism. Nonetheless, he found Paris depressing and his studies pointless. Too much time was spent focused on the historical explication of texts rather than on solutions to pressing existential problems. He began working with Georges Gurvitch, who was helping to revitalize French sociology. He also became active in Jewish student circles, helping to create and then edit Hillel, a Jewish journal, and immersing himself in the writings of Martin Buber, which he wanted to translate into French and edit for a collection published by Edmond Charlot, before his press went bankrupt.

      While living in the student dorms at Cité universitaire, Memmi met his wife, Germaine Dubach. She came from a Catholic family from Lorraine and was studying to pass her agrégation, a competitive national exam that would enable her to become a professor of German. They were married in December 1946. “My marriage was the culmination of everything I was searching for,” Memmi wrote, since it meant “freedom, outside the little community of my birth.”14 But the challenges of a mixed marriage later provided material for a number of short stories and Memmi’s second novel, Agar (Strangers), which would win the Fénéon Prize.15 In 1947, Germaine received a post in the bombed-out city of Amiens, where they moved. There Memmi began to work on his first novel, La Statue de sel (The Pillar of Salt). In 1949, they returned to Tunisia, where he took up a position at his old school, lycée Carnot, then directed a center for psycho-pedagogy, and began to establish himself at the heart of francophone intellectual life.

      In 1953, Memmi returned to France with the completed manuscript of The Pillar of Salt. Thanks especially to Maurice Merleau-Ponty, four long excerpts were published in the journal Les Temps modernes, cofounded by Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir, among others. Arguably his magnum opus, Memmi’s first novel would win the prestigious Prix Fénéon and the Prix de Carthage and be prefaced by Albert Camus upon its reedition. It would establish his reputation. Among the first major North African crossover novels written in French, it helped to usher in a new generation of Maghrebi literature that went beyond the exotic, Orientalist clichés of earlier works by nonnative writers.

      Following the first section on “Biographical Reflections,” the second section of this reader contains key chapters from The Pillar of Salt. Set in French colonial and occupied Tunis, it is a bildungsroman of Alexandre Mordekhai Benillouche, whose story echoes Memmi’s. As Camus indicates in his preface, Memmi chronicles a young man whose identity is “riddled with contradictions . . . that cannot be overcome through flight, but only by living them through to their end.”16 Memmi’s protagonist is defined by his rejection of his family and upbringing and his rejection by others, especially his bourgeois classmates, even if ultimately there is no exit from who he is. As he puts it, “I would always be forced to return to Alexandre Mordekhai Benillouche, a native in a colonial country, a Jew in an anti-Semitic universe, an African in a world dominated by Europe.” Each chapter stages a moment of conflict with the pre-scripted roles set out for him. As the novel unfolds, Alexandre comes to discover what Frantz Fanon explored in Peau noire, masques blancs (Black Skin, White Masks, 1952), published the year before Memmi’s novel, which is that the quest to master French civilization alienates and separates colonial subjects from their indigenous cultures.17 But writing in French, “a terrible and marvelous secret,” as Alexandre calls it, becomes a leitmotif in his drive to self-realization, since it enables the character to define himself rather than be defined by others, even as he does so in a language not his own.18

      A year after the publication of The Pillar of Salt, the Franco-Algerian War exploded. Immersed in the Tunisian nationalist movement across the border, Memmi served as the literary editor for the magazine L’Action, which would continue publication as the ongoing weekly Jeune Afrique. He began more rigorously analyzing the colonial condition in North Africa by scrutinizing the interdependent relationship between the colonizer and the colonized, arguing that decolonization was ultimately inevitable. By the time Morocco and Tunisia gained independence in 1956, he had come to believe that the emerging Arab states had no place for Jews. He and Germaine settled permanently in Paris, where they worked at French universities until their retirement. Thanks to Gurvitch, he initially obtained a position working on the sociology of literature at the Centre national de la recherche scientifique (CNRS), then at the École des hautes études commerciales, followed by a post at the École pratique des hautes études (1960), and finally at the university Paris X-Nanterre (1970).

      In 1957, Memmi published Portrait du colonisé, précédé d’un Portrait du colonisateur (The Colonizer and the Colonized) to great international acclaim. It remains his most well-known and widely translated work. It appeared in the midst of the publication of other francophone anticolonial classics, such as those by Sartre, Aimé Césaire, and Fanon, and should be read as part of this larger conversation.

      Sartre’s calls for decolonization began shortly after World War II,19 most strenuously in “Orphée noir” (“Black Orpheus,” 1948), his famous celebration of Négritude poetry, written originally as a preface to Léopold Sédar Senghor’s Anthologie de la nouvelle poésie nègre et malgache de langue française (Anthology of African and West Indian Poets Writing in French).20 Akin to their American counterparts affiliated with the Harlem Renaissance, the Négritude movement sought to celebrate Black history and culture. Sartre’s preface highlights how the Négritude poets were transforming the meaning of Blackness, using the oppressor’s language for their resistance, and utilizing the master’s tools to dismantle his house.21 Lauding the Négritude writer’s affirmation of Black racial pride, Sartre’s insisted that “anti-racist racism” was necessary to ultimately get to the abolition of racial differences.22

      In Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks, he called Sartre, and more obliquely Senghor, to task for their “anti-racist racism.” It resulted, Fanon maintained, in reiterating hackneyed stereotypes about Blacks, even as they are deployed to undermine European colonial hegemony and White supremacy. But like his Négritude forebears, as well as Sartre, Fanon’s first book also targeted anti-Black discourse as the key element legitimating colonialism. Fanon was following the trail marked out by his teacher, Aimé Césaire, whose Discours sur le colonialisme (Discourse on Colonialism, 1950) also underscored the rhetoric and ideas of colonialism rather than its institutional forms. By the time Fanon penned Les damnés de la terre (The Wretched of the Earth, 1961), a manifesto of his violent struggle against colonialism in Algeria, he would call for the thoroughgoing dismantling of the colonial system’s policies, practices, and structures.

      Memmi’s The Colonizer and the Colonized appeared between these works. Sartre’s critical review of the book in Les Temps modernes reflected his own shifts in understanding colonialism. “The whole difference between us,” he insisted, “arises perhaps because he sees a situation where I see a system.”23 Sartre’s exhortation to Memmi that understanding colonialism demanded appreciating the colonial “apparatus,” its institutions and “methods of production and exchange,” and not only its impact on individuals was both a self-critique of his earlier stance and indicative of his deepening Marxism.24 Despite this criticism, Sartre’s nonetheless appreciative review would appear as the preface or introduction to all future copies of The Colonizer and the Colonized, giving cachet to Memmi’s analysis.

      Memmi’s essay is one of the great treatises on privilege, a key term for his analysis of colonialism. The essay reveals that Sartre’s interpretation missed this feature of Memmi’s argument, as selections from The Colonizer and the Colonized included in this reader show.25 Memmi clarifies that privilege has economic, legal, normative, social, symbolic, and psychological ramifications. It determines who is hired and fired and into what positions, who governs the system of labor, and who benefits from that labor. It shapes the law and administrative structures so that they advantage some to the detriment of others. It defines the rules and norms of colonial life and the status of the inhabitants of the colony.

      Privilege is never absolute, however. It is always relative to “the pyramid of petty tyrants,” as Memmi calls it, whereby “each one, being socially oppressed by one more powerful than he, always finds a less powerful one on whom to lean, and becomes a tyrant in his turn.”26 Some of the colonized are always accorded certain privileges relative to others; this is what makes the machinery of subjugation run. Memmi’s diagnosis of privilege thus clearly indicates that he situates the individual and social analysis of colonization within a structured system of relative privilege that underpins the racial order in the colony.

      If the system of privileges is the core of his portrait of the colonizer, then central to the portrait of the colonized is how they navigate both the discourse and the structures of colonization. Colonialism establishes cultural dominance through what Memmi terms “the mythical portrait of the colonized”—the stereotypes that legitimate colonization. Memmi indicates how these are often internally contradictory, since they are excuses for exploitation. Nonetheless, since they are wound into the educational system and the institutions of everyday life, they come to shape the self-image of the colonized, who internalize the ideas of the dominant culture. Efforts at assimilation are consequently bound to failure, since the norms and values of the domineering culture are stacked against the colonized. Revolt, concludes Memmi, remains the only option of the oppressed.

      His book thus draws the portraits of a dialectically linked duo whose fates are intertwined, both of whom are disfigured by an inherently poisoned relationship built on myths and lies but also on the force of law and economic exploitation. Only a complete break with the colonial arrangement can rescue both the colonizer and the colonized. Landing on bookshelves as decolonization struggles raged around the globe and just as the Franco-Algerian conflict reached its climax, this message was radical, even if delivered in Memmi’s cool, analytic language. It ultimately became a landmark text in the anticolonial canon.

      

      Having penned his two masterpieces in the 1950s, Memmi is often only associated with this early period of anticolonial struggle. However, this was just the beginning of a long and enduring career. He would go on to publish more than twenty other books and hundreds of articles. Memmi deepened his early analysis of colonialism with his parallel reflections on the situation of Jews, ultimately developing this into a broader consideration of interlinked forms of racism and oppression. In doing so, unlike postcolonial theorists who have tended to treat Zionism as allied with colonialism, Memmi made a compelling case for aligning Zionism with anticolonial nationalism, rather than empire. He articulated this viewpoint in a period when Israel was broadly understood by the Left as a decolonizing, socialist, humanist undertaking, a position that would shift after 1967.

      In the 1960s, Memmi turned intensively toward analyzing the Jewish condition. Nurtured on the Jewish traditions of Tunis, he came of age as a socialist Zionist in the Hashomer Hatzair youth movement. Just as he argues about other colonized peoples, Zionism articulates the national liberation struggle of the Jewish people. He maintains that the State of Israel is necessary to liberate Jews from millennia of degradation and humiliation. Memmi’s Zionism was steadfastly secularist, however, making him skeptical about many aspects of Judaism.27 He has long called for a desacralization of the Jewish tradition, alongside all religious faith. The Bible, Talmud, and kabbalah are “monuments of world literature” that contain “an inexhaustible reservoir of themes, designs and symbols.”28 But they become desiccated when they are treated as sacred texts, he insists.

      These views would emerge with clarity in his two key works on Jews in the 1960s, Portrait d’un juif (Portrait of a Jew, 1962) and La Libération du Juif (The Liberation of the Jew, 1966). A key interlocutor for Memmi’s Portrait of the Jew is Sartre, to whom the book is dedicated, along with his Zionist friends in Hashomer Hatzair. As “Revolution and Zionism: Some Observations on Sartre Regarding his Opinions on the Situation of Jews,” a long and previously untranslated early response to Sartre included here indicates, Memmi amplified several of Sartre’s conclusions and disputed others key to Sartre’s classic treatise, Réflexions sur la question juive (Anti-Semite and Jew, 1946).

      Sartre famously argued, “The Jew is one whom other men consider a Jew: that is the simple truth from which we must start.”29 Memmi concurred that central to the Jewish condition was to be seen as a Jew by others, often in abject terms. For Sartre, authenticity thus entailed the resolute acceptance that one belonged to a group of pariahs, subject to harassment. He called upon Jews to rise up and fight against this oppression in solidarity with other stigmatized groups. Writing post-Holocaust, both he and Memmi endorsed Zionism as a solution to Jewish persecution.

      As an active member of a young Zionist cadre, however, Memmi took this argument in new directions. Whereas they agreed that Zionism is the liberation struggle of a persecuted minority and a colonized people, Memmi’s lived experience makes his case richer than Sartre’s more abstract declarations.30 Additionally, Memmi’s Zionism is not only political but also cultural, pairing national solidarity with cultural revival, each facilitated by building a homeland in the State of Israel.31

      Memmi gave a Zionist spin to many aspects of Judaism. A lot of the religious components of Judaism contain national elements, he points out. Hanukkah, for example, involves the struggle for Jewish independence in the face of Greek domination, and Passover is about the liberation of the Israelites from Egyptian slavery. Where he goes beyond Sartre is in recognizing that Zionism totally rejects the image of the Jew foisted upon Jews by anti-Semites. Instead, Zionists seek to rid Jews of all aspects of their inferiority complex, refusing to accept how they are depicted in the anti-Semitic imagination.

      Memmi’s baseline for his description of the Jewish condition is that Jews live in “a structurally hostile universe,” just as women live in a situation of entrenched inferiority. He remarks on the irritation expressed by many non-Jews when they are reminded of the massacres, deportations, and plundering that Jews have suffered at the hands of non-Jews, as if these should just be considered bygones. Anti-Semites, submits Memmi, are not the perverse purveyors of evil in an otherwise just society. Rather, they are the extreme versions of a culture institutionally organized around Jewish marginalization and anti-Jewish racism. As W. E. B. du Bois suggested about Blacks in a White world, Jewish difference is always a problem in a world defined by non-Jews.32 Just as racism is a White problem, as Richard Wright insisted, anti-Semitism is a gentile problem. It thus shapes how Jews are seen by others and in turn how they come to see themselves. So begins the existential self-interrogation that Memmi undertakes in Portrait of a Jew.33

      One strategy to avoid this necessary self-examination, Memmi underscores, is assimilation, or what Homi Bhahba terms cultural “mimicry.”34 Although he understands its impetus, Memmi explains how it is doomed to failure.35 Just as he rejected it as hopeless for the colonized, so the denial of Jewish difference will fail for Jews. Instead, Memmi applauds the Jewish leader Nahum Goldmann, who said, “In the nineteenth century we had to fight for the right to be equal; in the twentieth century we have to fight for the right to be different.”

      Jewish difference is wound into the fate of Jews. It constitutes their judeité, a term Memmi coined to describe both the objective and subjective conditions of Jewishness. This is distinct from the cultural values of Jews that stem from Judaism (judaïsme), or Jews’ collective belonging to the Jewish people that he calls by another neologism, judaïcité, translatable into English as Jewry. Memmi elaborates on these distinctions in his article included in this reader, “The Negro and the Jew,” comparing the Jewish condition to that of Blacks and acknowledging that his idiosyncratic vocabulary was likely inspired by the Négritude movement.

      Jewish difference led to the mythical portrait of the Jew, akin to the mythical stereotypes of the colonized that undergird the colonial racism opposed by the Négritude writers and by Memmi. The anti-Jewish mythical portrait is theological (e.g., Jews as murderers of God with its afterlives in the charges of blood libel and host desecration), cultural (Jews as a maleficent influence), or political (Jews as strangers, outsiders, or enemies of the people). Each portrays Jews as evil or the source of social malfeasance. As Memmi explains, “Oppression creates the myth and the myth keeps oppression alive.” These negative myths are a powerful way to define the self and assert superiority. As such, Memmi addressed the ways in which postcolonial Arab states used anti-Judaism or anti-Zionism to consolidate Arab or Islamic identity, leading to new calumnies against Jews.

      Where Memmi most clearly parts company with Sartre in his Jewish writings is in his desire to add to his portrait of the Jewish condition the role of history and Jewish traditions—the observances and institutions that color every aspect of collective Jewish existence. This is most apparent in The Liberation of the Jew. At the same time, however, as a secularist he often speaks negatively of Judaism as a religion, describing it as “a skein of outdated customs.”36 He offers sociological explanations for why Jewish rites, beliefs, and values developed. In doing so, he chastises a “ghetto mentality” that erects symbolic barriers between Jews and non-Jews. These barriers, he contends, served the purpose of cocooning Jews from the slings and arrows of the dominant culture—Memmi terms this encystment—even as he rejects all forms of self-insulation that he maintains mummify Jews.

      Consequently, Memmi explains Jewish customs like eating kosher food as a mechanism for communal cohesion in a hostile world. This is most evident in his discussion of the “sanctuary values,” as he calls them, at the core of Jewish religious tradition: the notions of monotheism, election, and messianism. He brushed each aside as compensatory. There is nothing unique about ethical monotheism, he quickly concludes, since both Christianity and Islam have taken it up. He accounts for both election and messianism by the history of Jewish dereliction. Each is the symbolic compensation for the abandonment and suffering of Jews, a survival mechanism in the face of oppression.

      As was sometimes the case with Hannah Arendt in her stance as a conscious pariah, Memmi goes too far in The Liberation of the Jew when he suggests that Jews of his time only feed on nostalgia, producing nothing new of cultural significance in art, literature, or philosophy.37 What is universal in their work is no longer Jewish, he maintains, and what is Jewish is stale, recycling earlier epochs of true creativity. Given the artistic contributions of the painters of the École de Paris, the robust tradition of modern French Jewish thought that Levinas called L’école de pensée juive de Paris, or even Memmi’s own work tout court, to mention just French examples, this was an indefensible position that he retracted in a note in the English translation of the book.38 His larger point was that the necessary renaissance of Jewish culture would only be possible in a context where Jews were no longer a marginalized minority. For Memmi, a full cultural flowering would thus only be made possible by the State of Israel. This full-throated defense of Zionism and Israel was controversial in the lead up to the Six-Day War that erupted in June 1967.39

      

      By 1968, in the context of student uprisings around the world, the Prague Spring, and, perhaps most important, the rise of a new politics of rebellion aimed at challenging subjugated identities—including the Black Power movement, feminism, and gay rights—Memmi published L’Homme dominé (Dominated Man, 1968), his effort to link systems of oppression. From the launchpad of his work on the colonized and Jews, Memmi sought to understand the general mechanisms of oppression by expanding his comparative framework to include African Americans, the proletariat, domestic workers, immigrants, and women. As he had already done for the colonizer and colonized, the Jew and non-Jew, Memmi now wanted to describe the general relationship between dominator and dominated. He considered the myths that legitimated them, the objective conditions that defined them, and the counternarratives that subtended the subordinated, enabling them to cope with their lives. At the same time, he did not want to lose sight of the specificity of each situation facing the oppressed.

      Two of Memmi’s essays excerpted here focus on some of the leaders of the American civil rights struggle, putting their portraits into a global frame. In “The Paths of the Revolt,” Martin Luther King, “the moderate,” James Baldwin, “the intellectual,” and Malcolm X, “the revolutionary,” are depicted as not only singular personalities but also as social types. They are not so different from those akin to them engaged in similar struggles outside the United States. Memmi treats them as three paths taken along the road from oppression to freedom. King followed the path of moral ascendency with the goal of racial integration; Malcolm X stood for total revolt with the goal of Black independence; Baldwin, Memmi’s kindred spirit, is depicted as an intermediary figure.

      In his introduction to the French translation of Baldwin’s great opus The Fire Next Time, Memmi emphasizes how Baldwin helps readers to understand that the oppression of Blacks in the United States is not a flaw within a system predicated on liberty and the pursuit of happiness for all. Rather, anti-Black racism is systemic. It has defined America from colonial slavery through Jim Crow segregation. Anti-Black racism as constitutive of American culture has meant that “power, wealth, pleasure, ideas, art are white; even God is white.”40 The result is that Blacks are taught that they are inferior beings from birth to death. Memmi notes that just as pogroms were no accident of the European treatment of Jews, so lynching in the United States reveals the place of Blacks within the American racial order. Memmi agrees with Baldwin that only a radical social transformation can change the violence inherent in systems of subordination like those faced by colonized people, including amongst the colonized Blacks in the United States.

      Frantz Fanon, Memmi suggests, represents yet another path in response to oppression, different from those of King, Malcolm X, and James Baldwin. Memmi’s take emerged most clearly in his influential article “The Impossible Life of Frantz Fanon,” excerpted here. The article is key to shaping how scholars have interpreted the Fanonian legacy.41 As Henry Louis Gates has suggested, Fanon is both a “totem and text” who has been interpreted to serve many different critical positions.42 Memmi’s article anticipates this suggestion but also explains how the fundamental drama of Fanon’s existence made this possible.

      Memmi argues that Fanon was a kind of tragic mulatto or aporetic Creole, who repeatedly adopted and then rejected various identity positions, each of which was impossible. In his youth, Fanon saw himself as a French Antillean and therefore White. His experience of French racism was shocking and traumatic, forcing him to realize that he would always be treated as a Black West Indian by the colonizer. But unlike his teacher, Césaire, when Fanon pulled off his White mask, he refused the solution of the Négritude writers, which Memmi acutely terms “the Black mirage.” Caught in an impossible vice, Fanon’s solution was the wholesale adoption of the Algerian struggle. At some point, argues Memmi, he must have realized that as a non-Arab-speaking Black of Christian descent this too was an impossible identity. Transcending these tensions, in the course of the Algerian struggle, Fanon subsequently adopted pan-Africanism. Then in his last breaths, articulated in the closing lines of The Wretched of the Earth, Fanon espoused a universalist “new humanism” no longer bound by any identitarian filiations. Europe must be overcome, suggested Fanon, in the name of “the sweat and cadavers of Negroes, Arabs, Indians, and Orientals.” Memmi’s article suggests that the ambiguity between these various iterations of Fanon’s existence have facilitated the differing interpretations of Fanon’s life and legacy.

      Malcolm X, Martin Luther King, and Fanon are each treated by Memmi not only as prototypes of the Black prophetic tradition but also as quintessential examples of what Memmi means when he discusses the “countermyths” that will invariably emerge in the struggles of the oppressed. Malcolm X and the Black Muslims reverse the meaning of anti-Black racism by insisting that God is Black, not White, and that Black culture is the way and the light, representing truth and beauty. Seemingly the opposite of Malcolm X, Martin Luther King’s ideal of the beloved community is equally a countermyth, according to Memmi, because it too represents an impossible ideal: too demanding for those who are human, all too human. These countermyths, each religious, are directly compared by Memmi to the Mosaic myth that underpins the Exodus story in the Hebrew Bible, along with its secular version in Zionism, where God underwrites the possession of a promised land. Fanon’s advocacy of radical and final change might make him the “patron saint of the Black Panthers,” “a prophet of the Third World, a romantic hero of decolonization, a fate which Guevara was to share under different circumstances,” but it, too, is a countermyth that has to be mediated by the complexity of reality, according to Memmi.43 Countermyths, Memmi suggests, are thus necessary to animate the process of revolt against systems of oppression, but ultimately they also require demythologization.

      Memmi’s portrait gallery in Dominated Man does not end with key thinkers who opposed anti-Black and colonial racism but also extends to include his reflections on Simone de Beauvoir’s understanding of sexual subordination and the path to emancipation that she maps out. Like Memmi, Beauvoir’s project in The Second Sex extrapolated from her own experience to offer a general theory of female subjection. As was the case with Memmi’s focus on Jews and the colonized, Beauvoir illuminates the objective conditions that structure women’s lives as “the second sex,” placing them in a position of inferiority to men. Beauvoir’s memoirs also suggested that her own life could serve as a model for women’s liberation: the refusal to marry or to have children, her partnerships with men other than Sartre, along with her relationships with other women. Perhaps most salient was her life as a writer, since she defined her own identity, while illuminating the place of woman within a misogynistic and patriarchal system.

      While laudatory of Beauvoir’s insights, Memmi’s critique of her analysis reveals his own myopia more than her failures. He suggests that both Beauvoir and Sartre led lives that were more escapist than liberatory, since they refused the burdens one most take on as a couple and as parents. But there is a heteronormative assumption in Memmi’s evaluation of Beauvoir: “If, as I believe, not to have children is, for a woman especially, a kind of self-mutilation, the candidate for freedom will find emancipation on these conditions set at too high a price,” he writes. It is a form of “self-rejection,” he claims, akin to Jewish or Black self-hatred, “to reject one’s essential femininity.”44 Since Beauvoir’s thesis is that “woman” is not born but made through the social construction of “femininity,” the primary postulate of her book is to reject any notion of the essential womanhood that Memmi continues to appeal to. But his reflections on Beauvoir are included here because they point to Memmi reaching toward a general theory of oppression that he understood required understanding the parallels of gender, race, class, and other positions of social subordination.

      Memmi also pans back from individual portraits in Dominated Man to focus on wider social formations, most importantly the role of immigrants in the postindustrial social order. Foreign workers are the slaves of modern times, Memmi declares in “The New Slaves.” But slavery has changed today. Yesteryear it was paternalistic; today it is anonymous, even as both systems lead to social death.45 Immigrant labor is now an endemic feature of modern societies, “the last form of the exploitation of man, of the permanent voracity of the capitalist system, of the permanent inequity of Western society.”46 Immigrants live in squalor, without legal or political rights, in situations of great suffering. Their exploitation is utterly pervasive so that the entire dominant population benefits. But it is simultaneously rendered invisible. A product of global forces, the only solutions are global, requiring a “truly universal set of laws.” Memmi the socialist is here wedded to Memmi the postcolonial theorist avant la lettre. On the cusp of the new world ushered in post-1968, Memmi was a pioneer both as an analyst of how forms of oppression are entangled and as a perspicacious observer of its operations in the postcolonial world.

      

      In the wake of decolonization in the Middle East, Memmi continued to assess the Arab-Israeli conflict as part of his wider reflections on the postcolonial world, along with his more abstract discussions of domination, dependence, and racism central to understanding these struggles. This was evident in his collection of essays, Juifs et Arabs (Jews and Arabs, 1974). Published in the hostile year between the bitterly fought Yom Kippur War in 1973 and the UN Declaration that Zionism is a form of racism in 1975, the book was dedicated to both his Jewish and Arab “brothers/so that we can all/be free men at last.” Memmi clearly hoped the light he cast on relations between Jews and Arabs would bring them closer, despite the growing antagonism and polarization that was created by the Arab-Israeli conflict. He wrote the book as a self-described “Arab Jew” and a left-wing Zionist, distilling his position on the conflict.47

      In his essay, “What Is an Arab Jew,” Memmi explains that most Jews in Arab lands were culturally Arabs: in their language, clothing, cooking, music, and daily habits. But a peaceful and unproblematic coexistence between Jews and Muslims is a myth, he insists. It is a favored narrative fostered by certain groups, especially Arab propagandists and European leftists. When he penned the essay, Memmi suggested it also appealed to Israelis hopeful of a utopian coexistence in Israel, along with the nostalgic viewpoint of Jews from North Africa looking back in hindsight. Those days are now gone. But even Western Jewish historians who compare the experience of Jews in Russia less favorably to the experience of Jews in the Maghreb reinforce the legend, according to Memmi. The relationship between Jews and Arabs was fragile and occasionally erupted into overt hostility or violence.

      The myth of peace before the rise of Zionism and the establishment of the State of Israel has its double in the role played by “Israel” within pan-Arabism. In “The Arab Nation and the Israeli Thorn,” Memmi explains how Arab states constituted “Israel” as the evil Other in order to create Arab unity. In the face of their divergent social structures and internal challenges, “Israel” enables Arab regimes to symbolically coalesce around an enemy. It provides coherence, but at an exorbitant cost, “for this policy of waging war exhausts their economies’ possibilities in advance, [and] impedes all efforts at democratization.”48

      While clearly critical of Judeophobia in the Arab world, as a left-leaning Zionist he is also critical of Israeli policies. He distilled his views taken over many years in “Justice and Nation.”49 The article is framed by citing a line from the Jerusalem Program, the ideological platform of the Zionist movement as adopted by the World Zionist Congress in 1968, arguing that Israel should be founded upon the “justice and peace exalted by the prophets.” Memmi doubles down on these values. To hold true to them, he avers, Israel must adhere to a socialist Zionism he hopes will form the core of the country. “If Zionism is not socialist,” he writes, “then it loses some of its meaning, for Zionism is not concerned only with the building of a nation; Zionism has aimed for the social, economic, and cultural normalization of the Jewish people.” In accord with this socialist ethos, Memmi argues for the need to address the growing inequality within the country.

      He also calls out Golda Meir’s racist language with respect to the Mizrahim (as Jews from the Middle East or North Africa are called), slurring them by suggesting that they came from barbaric places where they previously “lived in caves” before coming to Israel and demeaning them for their “congenital laziness.” He censures Ashkenormativity: the domination by Israelis who originally came from central and eastern Europe. Mizrahim in Israel, he inveighs, are slotted into menial jobs and denied leadership positions as a result of this hegemony. Although this situation has ameliorated for Mizrahim, it continues today for Ethiopian Jews.

      As a secularist, Memmi also decries the fact that religious Jews hold too much power in Israel. “By continuing to refrain from separating religious from secular matters, by giving the believers too important a role, compared with their numbers, in the conduct of political affairs, the Zionists are behaving exactly like the Moslem states,” he cautions. He is clear that a strict separation of state and religion should be upheld. This enables religious Jews to practice their religion freely, but it also means those practices do not impinge on the rest of the population.

      Lastly, Memmi addresses the Palestinian question. He understands its complexity, speaking without any illusions that many in the Arab world want to destroy Israel. But he is clear that Palestinian nationalism cannot be swept under the rug. He waves aside “post-Zionism” or the notion that Israelis and Palestinians can live harmoniously in a single democratic state.50 A two-state solution is the only long-term option. If Israelis do not find a way forward to achieve this solution, he predicts that a wave of despair and hatred will overflow in the relations between Israelis and Palestinians.

      

      From his earliest publications, Memmi constantly tacked back and forth between nonfiction and literature. Following The Pillar of Salt, he wrote five subsequent novels, published works of poetry, and edited and commented upon three collections of North African fiction, and as a result, he has remained a pivotal figure within Tunisian, North African, Jewish, French, and world literature. For readers who have encountered him only as an essayist and social theorist, this serves as a reminder that Memmi’s first acclaim was as a novelist and he remains the most important Tunisian author to date.51

      This reader includes excerpts from four of Memmi’s novels.52 These are the most difficult selections to excerpt since they are part and parcel of a longer story. We have attempted to select pieces that exemplify the larger work. They are included to spotlight the key place fiction plays within Memmi’s oeuvre, to show how he developed as a writer, and to showcase what he explores in these novels and how it overlaps with his essays. The chapter “Literary Reflections” also underlines his role as both a literary theorist and canonizer.

      Memmi’s The Pillar of Salt (1953) and Strangers (1955) were separated from Le Scorpion ou la Confession imaginaire (The Scorpion, or The Imaginary Confession, 1969) by more than ten years. It would be nearly another decade before Le Désert, ou la Vie et les aventures de Jubaïr Ouali El-Mammi (The Desert: Or, the Life and Adventures of Jubair Wali Al-Mammi, 1977) was published. All of Memmi’s fiction seeks at once to “write back” against the conventions of French literature and its exoticizing optic on the Maghreb and to help create a new idiom and space for North African literature.53 All of Memmi’s fiction weaves together biography and fiction, history and legend, confession and concealment.54 Across the works, he explores maturation, the nature of language, identity formation, and the meaning and purpose of life.

      Like Sartre’s and Camus’s early fiction, Memmi’s first novels also explored themes of existential anguish, revolt, and commitment. As opposed to his later works that deal explicitly with the wisdom that comes with aging, Memmi’s first works of fiction focused on young protagonists coming of age. There is also a clear stylistic break between Memmi’s first novels and his later works. The key difference is that his later texts, perhaps inspired by the nouveau roman, are centrally preoccupied with a metareflection on the technical aspects of literature—its structure, composition, and style—as well as by the use of irony. Memmi’s consideration of these stylistic shifts is discussed in his previously untranslated article, “For a Novel of Meaning,” composed in 1959, at a moment between the two phases of his fictional works.

      Memmi’s two early novels are realistic chronological narratives with clear autobiographical elements, while the later books intentionally call this organization into question.55 This is evident in the subtitle, The Imaginary Confession, that Memmi gives to The Scorpion. It clearly underlines how the work problematizes the role of autobiography, even as it contains recurring characters and places from Memmi’s earlier fiction.

      The formal experimentation of The Scorpion also clearly disrupts any straightforward relationship to a single perspective.56 The book unfolds when the protagonist, Marcel, sorts through papers left in a drawer by his brother, Emile, which he comments upon as he reads them. It also includes the text “The Cellar,” along with Emile’s diary, much of which is a commentary on writing fiction, along with a series of stories about a fictional character, Bina, and a set of sketches about their kabbalistically inclined Uncle Makhlouf. The different threads of the work are highlighted by differing fonts, a compromise from Memmi’s desire to have them printed in different colors, each of which would have conveyed a differing tone to the reader, as do the threads of Uncle Makhlouf’s weaving in the novel.57 As the critic Isaac Yetiv indicates, the polygraphic typefaces reinforce the polyphony of voices in the book, all woven together into a symphony that conveys the unity of the work.58

      A section of anecdotes composed together under the title “Chronicle of the Kingdom Within” serves as a coda to The Scorpion and connects it to The Desert, which is a set of stories about The Life and Adventures of Jubair Wali al-Mammi, a Judeo-Berber prince exiled from his homeland, the Kingdom of Within.59 The novel is framed by a section included in this reader, “What Historians Have to Say,” where the author, Albert Memmi, composes a note by a fictional narrator called Albert Memmi. He reports on the supposedly factual grounds of the stories that follow by a second fictional narrator, al-Mammi, the mythical ancestor of the first fictional narrator. The heart of the book is a series of tales recounted by al-Mammi, who is captured by Tamerlane, who recognizes his wisdom and asks for his advice about how he might be saved from suffering defeat and exile like al-Mammi.

      In weaving his tales, al-Mammi is like Shehrazade in The Arabian Nights. But Memmi also draws upon the oral traditions of the Tunisian khurafa, the biography of Ibn Khaldun, and works from the European Enlightenment, like Voltaire’s Candide and Montesquieu’s Persian Letters, as well as the genre of the advice to kings like Machiavelli’s The Prince.60 Unlike Machiavelli, the tales al-Mammi recounts are not skeptical nuggets about political realism, however, but focus on the pursuit of reclaiming the Kingdom Within, which is a quest for wisdom. After recounting his adventures of war and love, plots and insurrections, each episode is punctuated by al-Mammi’s sage advice. The core of his sagacity is that in the face of the human capacity for predatory barbarity, he counsels “the futility of racial, ethnic, and religious conflicts,” decries fanaticism and bloody wars over identity, and calls on readers instead to band together “to combat human suffering, poverty, and disease.”61

      Memmi not only was among the first Tunisian francophone writers to gain widespread fame but also helped to bring other authors recognition and played a significant role in canonizing Maghrebi literature. Working as the head of a research group that started at the École pratique des hautes études, he brought out a series of three major anthologies between 1964 and 1985. He describes these anthologies as works of “literary history” that manifest a system of classification discussed in more detail in his previously untranslated article, “Emergence of a Maghrebi Literature in French: The Generation of 1954.” Prior to the 1950s, Memmi maintains, francophone writing from the Maghreb was Orientalist in its first generation and produced by the work of “writer-tourists” in its second generation. Only in the 1950s were the voices of the indigenous expressed by the generation that included Memmi, Driss Chraïbi, Mohammed Dib, Assia Djebar, Mouloud Feraoun, and Kateb Yacine. He distinguishes these voices of the colonized North Africans writing in French from the works penned by French settlers in North Africa.

      In his previously untranslated Introductions to the volumes, Memmi spells out this taxonomy. In the first volume, Anthologie des écrivains maghrébins d’expression française (Anthology of Maghrebi Writers in French) published in 1964, Memmi distinguishes between the “indigenous” generation of writers working in the French language but born in North Africa who gave voice to the colonized and the “writers-cum-tourists” who found their way to the Maghreb for short stints but whose fiction never featured the characters of the region from the inside. Memmi explicitly calls out Gustave Flaubert, André Gide, and Henry de Montherlant as itinerant visitors whose “exotic” works set in the “convenient Orient” of North Africa were “clichéd.” The first volume collects only the stories that represent the indigenous: “their hardships, aspirations and revolts.”

      In a move that proved controversial, Memmi explicitly set aside writers who were French settlers in North Africa, who he insists were marked by their separation from the majority living in the Maghreb. Their stories became the focus of the second anthology. The two volumes are thus a reflection of the colonial relationship that was chiseled into every facet of their interactions, determined by the dyad Memmi described in The Colonizer and the Colonized: “A chapter of frustration, deprivation and refusal for some, a chapter of glory and privileges for others, for which they felt confusedly proud and guilt-ridden.”

      The politics of separation, Memmi insists in his Introduction to the second volume, Anthologie des écrivains française du Maghreb (Anthology of French Writers of the Maghreb, 1969), meant that the European writers could not depict the indigenous—neither Jews nor Muslim Arabs—as fully rounded characters. They remained shadows or stereotypes. Camus is called out by Memmi, as he is in Kamel Daoud’s recent work, The Meursault Investigation, which recounts the story of Camus’s The Stranger from the perspective of its mute Arab victim. All of Camus’s work, suggests Memmi, could be understood not only as reflections of the metaphysical experience of human alienation or the absurdity of existence but also as representations of the estrangement of being an outsider as a European in the Maghreb. This includes his play The Misunderstanding, as well as Exile and the Kingdom, whose titles reflect this theme. Summing up the difference between the contents of the two volumes, Memmi writes that the key theme of the indigenous writers was revolt, while for the European writers it was a deliberation on separation. This sense of estrangement was built upon the cultural and institutional differences that divided Europeans from the indigenous. The “collective customs, values and codes” of these groups differed, as did their politics and history.

      As he did in The Colonizer and the Colonized, however, Memmi makes clear that a complete account of the colonial experience demands the stories of both sides. By 1985, with some distance from the immediate postcolonial period, Memmi was ready to comingle the authors in the third volume. He did so by embracing the term francophone in the collection’s title, Ecrivains francophones du Maghreb (Francophone Writers of the Maghreb: An Anthology), which Lia Brozgal explains anticipated the concept of “francophone postcolonial studies”62

      

      If Memmi’s third volume on francophone writers of the Maghreb indicated a rounding out of his ideas on literature, then the shift in his work from the category of domination to dependence equally marked a deepening of his understanding of power relations from the perspective of further hindsight. If Memmi’s earlier work focused on the mechanisms of dominance and the subjection of the dominated—the Black, the Jew, the woman, the domestic, and the immigrant—in La Dépendance: Esquisse pour un portrait du dépendant (Dependence, 1979), he now sought to understand the complicated strictures linking dependence and independence.63 Domination and dependence form a duo or diptych, Memmi argues. Conceptually, he distinguished between dominance (i.e., the totality of constraints imposed on the other) and subjection (i.e., how the dominated respond) from dependence (i.e., willing subjection) and providing for the other. In short, “the dependent person more or less consents to her alienation; the dominated person does not,” wrote Memmi.

      Dependence is a response to real or imaginary challenges that emerge from the existential challenges of life: conflicts, separations, unhappiness, alienation, death, suffering. It is a concrete response to these difficulties.64 “Dependence is an expression of the individual’s desire to fill a void in his life,” notes Memmi.65 Culled, as is all of his sociological and philosophical work, from the experiences of everyday life, Memmi explores our quotidian modes of dependence from our banal reliance on cigarettes or alcohol to our enmeshment with lovers or entanglement within ideological systems like religion or nationalism. He sought to show that churches, armies, and many other forms of social organization do not function based on coercion and control but rather on a willing subservience to the institution. Both domination and dependence, Memmi maintains, are founded on the primordial experience of human anxiety but respond to it differently. In the case of dependence, it is about solidarity and support, whereas in the case of domination it is about control in order to expel fear.

      

      Memmi’s summa, simply titled Le racisme: Description, définition, traitement (Racism, 1982), depicted the root of racial domination as engendered by the unease, fear, and fascination with the racial Other, a product of fashioning subjects as what Fanon termed “phobogenic objects.” It was published at a moment when the extreme-right National Front emerged as a force in electoral politics, winning its first mayoral elections in 1983 on an anti-immigrant, anti-Muslim, and law-and-order platform. This led to the rise of new forms of antiracist politics fronted by migrant youth: the Beur movement and SOS Racisme.

      Racism magnified Memmi’s understanding of racial domination, previously only a subtheme in prior works.66 It offered a “raciology” that went beyond describing situations fictionally in The Pillar of Salt or Strangers or analytically in The Colonizer and the Colonized and Dominated Man. Memmi now sought to treat the problem that he also diagnosed.

      In Racism, Memmi works from a definition to elaborate his theory: “Racism is the generalized and final assigning of values to real or imaginary differences, to the accuser’s benefit and at his victim’s expense, in order to justify the former’s own privileges or aggression.”67 In explicating this definition and explaining how it came about, Memmi begins with a historical overview of race thinking from Aristotle through Hitler that provided the rational justification for everything from slavery to genocide. The result of this history was not only a body of concepts but also an “underlying system of emotions and convictions that structure its discourse and govern its conduct.”68 In Racism, Memmi clearly understands racial discourse as systemically produced.

      These systems of thought were integrated organically into the national cultural traditions of groups from France to South Africa. These notions legitimated oppression or persecution through the assertion of the superiority of one group over another on religious, biological, economic, psychological, metaphysical, or cultural grounds as a result of a claim about unalterable differences. Racists focus on differing factors in different situations, from the color of one’s skin to the nature of one’s cultural tradition.

      Racism is consequently a subset of ethnophobia, Memmi claims: the ascription of blame onto specific groups we are taught to fear. More generally it is a product of heterophobia, which legitimates attacking those designated foreign or strange or otherwise Other who provoke or stoke our anxiety. The function of racism is consequently “anxiety alleviation and ideological distraction.”69 Alongside individual and psychic fears, Memmi also discusses financial exploitation and economic unease. He knits these factors together, writing that ultimately the “machinery of racism . . . produces a vast lexicon of official words, gestures, administrative texts, and political conduct” with “one undeniable goal: the legitimization and consolidation of power and privilege for the colonizers.”70

      Memmi does not rest content with his description of racism, however. He proposes a three-pronged antiracist agenda. First, we must become conscious of racism, not only in others but also in ourselves. Antiracism begins with self-consciousness, which entails the “exercise of empathy . . . to understand the suffering of the other, his humiliation, his pain at being insulted or struck.”71 But it also demands self-examination about the relative privilege of different social groups. Second, antiracism requires continual and ongoing learning, sensitive to how racism morphs and changes. This begins with teaching children to enjoy differences, rather than feel anxious about them, but antiracism also demands ongoing education in schools and universities. And third, antiracism is political. It cannot be limited to individuals and intersubjective dyads; it cannot rest content to fight against prejudice. The politics of antiracism must “struggle against all oppression” and “combat all forms of domination.”72 If Memmi’s analysis is triple (individual, social, and political), so is his remedy for racism: autocritique, education, and collective mobilization aimed at overcoming all forms of oppression and heterophobia.

      

      Memmi’s last major work, the 2004 essay Portrait du décolonisé: arabo-musulman et de quelques autres (Decolonization and the Decolonized) once more drew wide readership. But the sharp criticism it received half a century after Memmi’s first major publication indicates how things had shifted fifty years later.73 As Daniel Gordon astutely notes, “He has combined, perhaps more than any other writer since World War II, the compassion needed to articulate the suffering of oppressed groups with the forthrightness needed to censure them for their own acts of oppression.”74 But in Decolonization and the Decolonized Memmi upset many with his direct and unbridled criticism of postcolonial states, especially those in the Arab world, as well as his criticisms of those immigrants of Muslim heritage living in France. To some of his readers post-9/11, in his last major essay he echoed the Islamophobic and xenophobic sentiments of the dominant culture more than he expressed compassion for the perspective of the dominated.

      The final section of the reader comprises Memmi’s writings on decolonization as a process and the condition of postcolonial states in the new millennium, including his assessment of the formerly colonized within contemporary France. This section excerpts from Decolonization and the Decolonized to highlight Memmi’s controversial observations on the West’s treatment of Islam and immigration to France from former European colonies. Additional pieces reflect Memmi’s previously untranslated thoughts on the unevenness and incompleteness of decolonization, his continued engagement with the legacies of colonialism, and the future of not only the Maghreb and France but the whole of the postcolonial global world, alongside his commitment to secularism.

      With each generation, Memmi’s work has received new attention. Today’s is often informed by the terror attacks on the United States on September 11, 2001, the Arab Spring uprisings a decade later, the visibility of Muslim immigrants in contemporary European public discourse, and the populist nationalism that organizes around anti-immigrant rhetoric today. Whether Memmi’s commentary on immigration, assimilation, and Islam contrasts with the anticolonial writings of his early career is a matter of debate. In this volume, both his early reflections and his more recent remarks on culture, integration, religion, politics, and power are juxtaposed to help explore these pressing questions more deeply. This reader shows that there are more continuities than discontinuities in Memmi’s last major essay, even as the context has dramatically shifted.

      It is important to appreciate that for Memmi decolonization is a process. Formal political independence is not the moment of its completion, given the dialectical framework Memmi established in The Colonizer and the Colonized. Political independence does not mark the end of economic exploitation, and economics does not delimit the ongoing forms of cultural dependence that often characterize postcolonial nations. At the same time, Memmi rejects the notion of neocolonialism for the same reason that he refused Marxist and economic reductions of colonialism, since they only consider one facet of the relationship between dominator and dominated.

      In Decolonization and the Decolonized, Memmi maintains that tyranny and corruption more than neocolonialism are responsible for the stagnation of postcolonial states. His critique is global, but it is also angled, as his French title indicates, to the decolonized of the Arab-Muslim world. In general, postcolonial states are not democratic. They are rife with violence. Due process and the rule of law are often only a fantasy. Exploitation by the elite is rife, torture is used as a system of discipline, the subordination of women is widespread, and intellectuals with a critical spirit are often repressed. The result is that fundamentalism is on the rise and Islamist terrorism too often condoned or sanctioned.

      While colonialism clearly established many of the preconditions for postcolonial tyranny, it alone cannot explain the present. In short, as Françoise Vergès points out in her review, “Memmi looks at the Muslim world after 9/11 and sees few encouraging things but poverty, corruption, violence, chaos, greedier ruling classes than the colonial class. Arab intellectuals have failed their mission. They too often ‘justify the unjustifiable’ [and] do not fight against the rampant anti-Semitism of the Arab public.”75

      Memmi has long held these views. But as Brozgal points out, in advancing them in Decolonization and the Decolonized, Memmi no longer speaks from his subject position as a Tunisian, African, or Arab but rather as a French writer who echoes the universalism of contemporary Republican values. He paints with a broad brush, too cavalierly indicting vast swaths of the Arab Muslim world. Like other contemporary neo-Orientalists, he suggests that there is a failure of Arab Muslims to comport with the modern world. Rather than take responsibility themselves, they blame the Americans, the Jews, the infidels, and the multinationals. They do not often enough look for the causes of their poverty, corruption, despotism, and fanaticism within.76

      The careful reader will notice, however, that Memmi is as sensitive to the enduring forces of colonialism, and the ongoing racism faced by immigrants, as ever. “Immigration is the punishment for colonial sin,” he writes. It has placed the ex-colonizers in a bind, since migration was initially sanctioned for labor. This work is still needed, given the demographic decline in Europe. But the large numbers of migrants in the last generation and their differences of culture and religion have created new problems for Europeans who often exploit and marginalize these immigrants from the Arab Muslim world. The result is that they turn inward, reinforcing their cultural difference, since their integration is denied as a result of racism. They are thus simultaneously sidelined and cocoon themselves in ghettos: “This ghetto is both a rejection and a reaction to rejection, real or imagined, by the others. The ghetto, like the former Jewish ghettos, supports and feeds the separation, but it is also its expression.”77

      Since 1989, these tensions and conflicts have often centered in France and elsewhere on a series of scandals about the wearing of a headscarf.78 When it comes to his arguments about the headscarf, as is the case with his critique of Jewish rites, Memmi’s optic is that of a sociologist and a secularist. He is keener to knock down each of the claims made by those who wear it than to empathize with their positions. According to Memmi, the headscarf is nothing but a form of female subjection, a submission to a backward-looking fundamentalism, an abdication of freedom, an identitarian flag. Still, he does understand it, as he does Jewish customs, as a response to daily humiliation, which he sees everywhere, since the Muslim minority is also the subordinate class. As he argued in the 1960s, immigrants are the “new slaves.” He also recognizes that the ostensibly secular order is, in fact, a reflection of a Christian culture, since holidays are all based on the Christian calendar and public monuments reflect a Christian collective memory. Christian values are everywhere dominant.

      Memmi has long trumpeted the importance of secularism. In his previously untranslated article “Fundamentalism and Secularism [laïcité],” he makes plain his firm and unwavering defense of laïcité and his clear and unchanging condemnation of fundamentalism (intégrisme). He denounces Jewish fundamentalism as vigorously as he does Christian and Muslim fanaticism. All fundamentalisms have the perverse effect of condemning the majority of adherents of their own religion, he notes. They feed on identifying the infidels without and the heretics within. They operate with an absolutist conception of truth. This is in contradistinction to secularists whose worldview rests upon doubt and who insist that truth is situated, open to critique, and changes over time. Secularists subscribe to the liberal tenet of the separation of powers, especially between the state and religion. They affirm that no authority can violate individual or group rights. These principles are part of a broader defense of secular humanism.

      In his views on postcoloniality, Memmi’s socialism and internationalism are also evident. Global inequality and poverty are the sluice that allow postcolonial pathologies to flow. The wealth of the world should be shared, and corruption must be fought. “My philosophy is based on three axes: humanism, rationalism and secularism,” he affirms. In the final notes in this reader, Memmi applauds the outpouring of sentiments expressed in the Arab Spring. But he awaits the summer, the full flowering of the ideas expressed in the streets of the Maghreb and Egypt. Ever the critic of utopia, he is skeptical that they will come to fruition any time soon. In these statements, we hear Memmi’s voice on some of the latest global developments.

      

      There are different ways of synthesizing the evolving stages of Memmi’s oeuvre captured in The Albert Memmi Reader. Guy Dugas suggests four overlapping periods to Memmi’s oeuvre:79 (1) the age of revolt that included The Pillar of Salt, Strangers, The Colonizer and the Colonized, and Portrait of a Jew; (2) the age of doubt and self-interrogation that comprised The Liberation of the Jew, The Scorpion, and Jews and Arabs; (3) the effort at reconciliation expressed in his literary works The Desert and Le Pharaon; and (4) the age of overcoming and detachment that Debra Kelly instead calls simply the era of “taking stock” in works like Trois bonheurs, Le Nomade immobile, and Decolonization and the Decolonized.80 The arc of key concepts that organize the chapters in Hervé Sanson’s recently published collection of Memmi’s articles suggests another way of grappling with Memmi’s vast corpus: (1) colonization and decolonization; (2) Judaism and judéité; (3) cultural identity and francophonie; (4) dependence; (5) racism to heterophobia; and (6) secularism [laïcité].

      In this introduction, I have largely tracked these stages and concepts as Memmi’s work bears witness or anticipates the cataclysms of his time: his coming of age in colonial Tunisia in the 1930s and during the Second World War; the decolonization struggles of the 1950s; his consideration of Maghrebi literature and the Jewish condition in the early 1960s; the run-up to the Six Day War in 1967; his effort to link forms of domination and oppression in the tumultuous period around 1968; the polarization of the Arab-Israeli conflict in the 1970s; reflections on racism in the 1980s; and his latest interventions in the 1990s and into the new millennium, focused on the unfinished business of decolonization: the condition of postcolonial states, migrants, and global inequalities.

      For the first time in any language, this reader enables scholars and students to appreciate the full sweep of Memmi’s thought over time. It shows why he is one of the great thinkers of the twentieth and early twenty-first century. Having just recently passed away at 99, Memmi had focused in his later years on drawing life lessons. Perhaps it is wise then to let him have the last word summing up what he has explored in his writing: “One must live, act and think now, in this life, as if one were worthy of a hoped immortality. To be brief, find and communicate the truth, if possible. Beware of prejudice and utopias, of all dogmas, including those that are one’s own. Live without submission and without compromise. For me, this is the ethics of the thinker and the foundation of what I mean by philosophy.”81

    

    
      
        1

        Biographical Reflections

      
      
        A challenging aspect of Albert Memmi’s work is the sometimes-elusive boundary between his life and his work. A number of Memmi’s texts can tempt the reader to treat them as autobiographical—most famously The Pillar of Salt. However, doing so is dangerous, as neither Memmi’s fiction nor his theorizing simply graft aspects of his lived experience onto characters or situations. Rather, Memmi begins to theorize based on his own life, even as his general points capture wider patterns. A significant array of his writing therefore reflects upon his life, either through direct accounts or in the process of discussing a broader issue. Such material includes short interviews, isolated contributions, and introductions to various editions of his major works, examples of each we include here.

        In the selections below, most of which were previously untranslated, Memmi reflects on the natural beauty of Tunisia, even as he implicitly critiques the often Orientalist optic on the Arab Mediterranean (the first selection). He considers his experience of growing up as a minority (the second selection). We also include two lengthy previously untranslated pieces from Memmi that take a directly autobiographical direction. Le Nomade immobile (The Stationary Nomad, 2000) combines autobiography and Memmi’s broader statements on a number of subjects. Especially poignant are the sections on Memmi’s early life and his relationship with his family, as well as significant discussion of his development as an intellectual. Here Memmi cites his formative influences, specifically Jean Amrouche and Aimé Patri; gives brief commentary on the state of French intellectual life in the immediate post–World War II years; and addresses his connection to key figures such as Albert Camus (the third selection). Memmi’s interview with Victor Malka, titled La terre intérieure (The Land Within, 1976), concerns his early publications in France (selection number four). Selections from his recently published journal Tunisie, An I (Tunisia, Year I) develop his thoughts on the land of his birth on the eve of independence in 1955–1956, including his previously untranslated essay “Tunisia, A Minor-League Country: The State of Affairs” (selection number five) and short clips from his diaries (the sixth selection). Memmi’s preface to the 1971 Compass edition of Portrait of a Jew address his concerns raised by Israel’s Six-Day War in June 1967 and how it marked a turn in the history of Judeophobia (selection number seven). The interview with Dov Maimon discusses the overarching themes of his work—domination and dependence—along with brief takes on Zionism and Jewishness (selection number eight). The final selections contain his reflections on exile (selection number nine) and Memmi’s lessons for an examined life well lived (the tenth and last selection).

        Readers should note that when we occasionally left out beginning parts of Memmi’s sentences throughout the book we nevertheless began those sentences with capital letters for the sake of readability.

      
      
        Sea and Sun (1967)

        For such a prestigious arts publication, I should be getting the word out about my native country by describing the minarets piercing the blue heavens, the aloes bowing in virginal pride, the prodigious hot springs of Hammamet, where your naked body dips into such perfect water that you relive that emotion, that inexpressible happiness experienced by so many others who, not so long ago, believed themselves to be gods.

        The language of picturesqueness is deceitful, tainted by omission and flattery. But what if I spoke another language, one that painted a fuller picture, one that revealed the other face of this land of wonders, the shadows of its incomparable light that has rightfully sparked the imagination of our neighbors to the north? If I did that, perhaps I might be doing someone a favor.

        

        They say THE SEA, and they believe they’ve said it all: the sea!

        Yes, the sea, Mother Mediterranean—in French, sea (mer) sounds like mother (mère)—inexhaustible and nurturing, purveyor of the world’s finest fish and endless sensual delights.

        Who among us, even the least loquacious, has not admitted, if only with a knowing smile, that our shared pleasures are unique?

        Who among us, we the inhabitants of this shore, has not sung the praises of the infinitely refracted silver of the sea in full sunshine? Its shy, coquettish blush in the morning, its confident fullness awaiting high noon, and in the evening, its motionless, absent-minded languor?

        Yes, BUT how to more thoroughly explain my sea to someone else? When you experience a country, do you describe it like a painting, like an object outside yourself? Maybe experiencing a country makes words superfluous.

        The truth is that few people of earlier generations knew how to swim nor would they entrust themselves to the sea without a serious reason. They feared it. The mother sea, yes, but a cruel mother, too. The sea is the dark dream of the drowned.

        They say SUN, and they believe they’ve said it all, which is almost true.

        The sun is life: the mimosa’s blossoms, like little yellow chicks; the eggplant’s mysterious purple; the arbutus’s violently dense red; sweet lemon and grapefruit, tangerines and oranges, sunbursts all. But enough is enough, our life is the sun, and the sun is our death.

        Is Paradise bathed in sunshine, then? Or deliciously enfolded into a magic garden perpetually watered by the immortal gardener who dispenses flowing water and dew?

        My Tunisia is my father the saddler, my mother the Bedouin, my uncle the silk spinner, the artisans’ stories, tales of Saif al-‘Ajal the invisible invincible and Joha the simpleton, the fathomless treasure of my childhood and my first loves. For me, Tunisia is also the austere elegance of the indigent Bedouin; olive trees clinging to the clayey soil, toughened and split in their fierce search for water; the black scorpion and the mandrake; the moon, killer of newborns. Tunisia, from which I am forever exiled, Tunisia, all my wretchedness in a nutshell.

      
      
        Growing Up as a Minority Child

        I don’t believe that there is anything specific about the childhood of a Jewish child in Muslim countries of the Mediterranean. When I came to Europe, I discovered many similarities between the situation of such a child and that of Jewish children in Germanic and Russian countries.

        With local variations, of course. We spoke a Judeo-Arabic, stuffed with French and Italian plus Hebrew, which remained a living and secret treasure, whereas they spoke Yiddish. But in our case, our relation to the dominant language, French (it could have been Italian if Italy had replaced France in North Africa), was, in their case, their relation to Russian or German.

        But in either case we had two languages, the dominant language, that of the majority, and a dialect. From primary school onwards, I had to master French fairly quickly. Perhaps that is why I became a writer: it was a way to master and become intimate with European culture and power.

        Our relations with the Muslims were of another kind entirely. We shared most cultural characteristics with them: food, music, close family ties, etc. But at the same time we were wary and even fearful of them. Besides, occasionally some explosion would remind us of our status, which is to say at the same time a permanent feeling of threat and the resulting withdrawal into ourselves.

        What I have just suggested is basically a definition of minority status. Indeed, if I had to characterize the situation we lived in at the time, I would say that we were essentially minority people. Moreover, I think that this is one of the characteristics of being Jewish, anywhere in the world.

        The probable result of which is a certain number of types of behavior to deal with it or to rise above it. Certain professions, for example: medicine, which allows one to carry one’s knowledge about and to use it anywhere. Or (and people do reproach us for it often enough) our efforts at achieving economic success.

        I have never left this childhood sensation of being caught in between two cultures, both of them dominant, each in its own way. My native land and my impressions of childhood can be found in half my books, even today, and I remain deeply attached to the fate of formerly colonized peoples. Many of my friendships and affections lie there. And, moreover, the battle to master the French language and European culture requires a constant effort on my part.

      
      
        The Stationary Nomad (2000)

        I will have spent most of my life writing. [ . . . ]

        All writing is more or less autobiographical; let’s just say that mine is more openly so than others. Autobiography, like any other human endeavor, is an attempt to say something to someone. I must have a stronger need to account for myself, to argue my case, perhaps. [ . . . ] [In this book] I shall be attempting to pinpoint what my life has really meant. [ . . . ]

        But because I have been fortunate enough, or unfortunate, to have taken part in a few of this century’s defining events, and since the trajectory of my work coincides with that of my life story, readers might find that, by combing through my personal experience, I have managed to gain some insights, which I hope will prove useful to others. [ . . . ]

        

        I was born on a rainy 15 December at eight o’clock in the morning, at 4 Impasse Tronja, Rue Vieille-Tronja, in Tunis, Tunisia, to Fradji Memmi and Maira Sarfati. Memmi is believed to be an ancient family name from Kabyle that means “little man.”1 Another possibility is the vocative of Memmius, member of the Roman gens Memmia. The first case would have my father descending from old local stock, and the second makes him the distant product of Roman occupation. On my mother’s side, Sarfati, which literally means “French,” is a common name in Hebrew literature. My fate seems sealed by the conjunction of the two, more than any astrological sign could possibly do.

        No one has ever been able to say why my birthplace bears the name Tronja, an exotic fruit. But I do know why my father decided to move the family into the no-man’s-land between the Jewish quarter and the Arab neighborhood. He was a saddler whose customer base consisted of mainly the cart drivers who all came from the town of Gabès, in the south, which explains why they all lived in a fondouk, a kind of hostel for tradesmen and travelers, located right on Rue Tronja, a stone’s throw from where the Maltese coachmen lived. It’s clear how otherness was woven into the fabric of my life and would remain there forever.

        I won’t go into the description of our family or the neighborhood, which I have endeavored to detail elsewhere. Still, it’s worth remembering a few dominant features that are necessary for understanding what is to follow.

        Poverty is one of those features. It’s not so much the hardship of poverty that I recall, since we were all poor: my father’s Gabès clients, the Jewish and Arab populations of the neighborhood, and even the Europeans—Sicilians and Maltese, with whom we rubbed shoulders on a daily basis. We’d heard people talk about the well-to-do, the French landowners, a few wealthy Tunisian families, but we never actually knew them. They lived somewhere at the fringe of our world, a place where we would almost never venture. They were like something out of The Arabian Nights. [ . . . ]

        We were horribly dressed, in cheaply made bargains or hand-me-downs from adults that our already-overworked mothers would cut to fit us. This was especially true of my own mother, whose work was sloppy and who didn’t like to sew. Still, I was fortunate enough to have uncles who were tailors and would give her scraps of new fabric. I often felt ashamed of my shapeless trousers, especially once I started getting interested in girls.

        Along with another family, the Barouches, we shared a kind-of two-room apartment at the end of a cul-de-sac, Impasse Tronja, which I have portrayed in a novel [The Pillar of Salt] under the name Tarfoune. The street and cul-de-sac still exist today. I went there to check just recently. That said, the wall that encloses the cul-de-sac does not look onto a cemetery, as I claim in the description. So why did I put a necropolis there? I don’t know; maybe because death was always looming, and we had to escape it.

        In the evening, each family withdrew to their separate room, but during the day, there was constant intermingling. We shared one kitchen, one water spigot for both cooking and personal hygiene. No hot water, that goes without saying. [ . . . ] We shared a single toilet, which we would often line up to use, since there were so many of us in the two families. This meant that we lived with the persistent combined smell of cooking and outhouse. (All of that is gone now. The old Jewish quarters were razed by the first government after independence.)

        The whole time we lived in the cul-de-sac, my best friend was Giovanni, a Sicilian, or maybe Corsican—I often confused the two. [ . . . ] At Giovanni’s house, his enormous mother, easily twice the size of mine, would always serve us up some pasta, with a variety of toppings, whether tomatoes, beans, onions, olive oil, and, more rarely, cheese, which I hated—I’ve always found it repulsive, calcium be damned—and of course bread, the staple food eaten with everything. Basically, we would eat bread with something, rather than something with bread. [ . . . ]

        I am obsessed by the poor, exasperated. They’re too numerous, too victimized. I feel constantly called upon to express my outrage—haven’t I already shown that revolt is the opposite of indifference? I have never ceased to be moved by the painful emotions that tie me to the underprivileged.

        My social philosophy, if I can call it that, amounts to this: I don’t know if it’s possible, but we must at least attempt to eradicate poverty everywhere in the world. One of my first texts is ironically entitled “The Kingdom of the Poor.” In it, I make fun of those European visitors, well-intentioned but exasperatingly romantic. They were wide-eyed in amazement at our picturesque customs, at the continued existence of our quaint traditions, which is fine. But what about our rates of syphilis, tuberculosis, and infant mortality; our inadequate sewage system; our walls that seep in winter; the stench of summer; the intense overcrowding where the animal in us, the animal that is us, inflicts its odors and crudeness? If poverty was so appealing, why didn’t they take their vacations in the slums? Poor people are neither saints nor beloved of God; they are history’s unloved, its ill-treated. [ . . . ] Oh yes, I do hate poverty. [ . . . ]

        

        There were other proud moments, incessantly told and retold: my first day at elementary school, where they tell me I wailed in despair, clinging to my mother’s skirts, or at the kouttab, the religious school, where the rabbi had to intervene with a cane before I settled down and resigned myself to seeing my mother leave. [ . . . ]

        School is what saved me, no doubt, but I still hated it. I hated elementary school, where I practically had anxiety attacks because I didn’t understand French. I hated secondary school, because I felt like a stranger among my bourgeois peers, and it was true, I really was. I hated university, because of how disappointing the professors I had admired from afar turned out to be, by philosophy, so abstract and elitist, by the Sorbonne, which did not speak to my needs. [ . . . ]

        “The best day of my life,” as they say, was the day the director of my elementary school on Rue Malta-Srira, Monsieur Ouziel [ . . . ] announced that I had been awarded a scholarship to the lycée Carnot [an elite secondary school in Tunis attended mostly by the children of the relatively well-to-do]. [ . . . ]

        My first year at lycée coincided with my bar mitzvah, which meant I was making a double entrance into the world: into the adult Jewish community and into the West. [ . . . ] The lycée lifted me out of the ghetto and scrubbed my mind of all its unenlightened beliefs.

        At the lycée, I started associating with a youth movement that was recruiting future pioneers for Israeli kibbutzim. [ . . . ]

        I had the great good fortune to meet two men who helped me to overcome my sense of humiliation and even to channel it positively. My philosophy teacher at lycée Carnot in Tunis, Aimé Patri, was my first mentor. [ . . . ] His genius notwithstanding, Patri, whom I often depict under the name Poinsot, was a lower-middle-class Frenchman, with his woolen scarf, his sandals that he wore in all seasons (because of an infirmity), and his often-wrinkled clothing. He was a caustic rationalist but open to everything, as are all great minds: he was as interested in Mallarmé—about whom he wrote a dissertation that he never defended, because life kept getting in the way—as he was in the kabbalah or Muslim mystics. Formerly a Trotskyist, he remained a critical thinker nevertheless.2 [ . . . ] He would share the treasures of his library with me, as well as his personal reading notes, after we walked home following class. He helped me keep intact a reasoned sense of outrage.

        My second model (chronologically the first, since he was my literature teacher, before philosophy came and stole the stage) was Jean Amrouche. I often depict him under the name Marrou, a kind of lordly Kabyle, with his studied elegance; his grand cape, in the manner of André Gide; and his mild cigarettes, a moody character whose parents’ conversion to Christianity caused him much suffering and cut him off from his people. [ . . . ] He died of cancer toward the end of the Franco-Algerian War, exhausted by his vain attempts at reconciling France and Algeria, shuttling between General de Gaulle and the FLN. Both parties distrusted him and found him annoying. He was my mentor for giving form to feeling and was demanding to the point of bluntness: “That’s worthless!” he would declare, or “That needs to be completely rewritten.” [ . . . ] He initiated me into poetry. [ . . . ] We don’t identify with just anyone who comes along; if I became a philosophy teacher in turn, abandoning medicine, the field to which I had been destined, it was to emulate Patri. If I believed that my salvation lay in writing, it’s because Amrouche had endeavored to find his own salvation there. The philosopher and the writer, however wary they have been of one another, still cohabit within me. [ . . . ]

        My marriage was one of the most enlightening events of my life and would give rise to the most serious consequences. My wife and I married at the end of the war, in Paris, on December 24th. [ . . . ] My marriage was the culmination of everything I was searching for: freedom, outside the little community of my birth. [ . . . ] Marrying this young woman of Christian origin—another civilization, in other words, even though she had rebelled against her family and her religious education—meant that I had burned all my bridges to keep from ever turning back, and it affirmed my determination to get as far away as possible. [ . . . ]

        After the publication of one of my novels in particular [i.e., Strangers], I was asked lots of questions about mixed marriage. [ . . . ] It’s difficult to make any marriage work, but a mixed marriage, especially one involving different religions, is even harder. [ . . . ] We have been together for fifty years. I sometimes sense that every so often, she too wished our married life weren’t so complicated. Here’s what I would say to young people today who are embarking on a similar adventure: “If you want to take on diversity in your marriage, ask yourself first if you’re really strong enough.” [ . . . ]

        I was able to draw an abundance of material from our situation to put into a novel and some short texts and from other people’s experiences as well, not just ours. [ . . . ]

        Another significant event marked this period: my decision not to join an Israeli kibbutz, as I was originally preparing to do in the youth movement, though without much conviction, to be honest.3 With this decision, I broke with a political and philosophical project that should have absorbed my entire existence. This turning point came right after my return from the German labor camps, when all my friends [ . . . ] were heading for Israel. During that time in the camps I resolved not to go along with them. [ . . . ] I had gone to the camps more or less voluntarily. I know my European readers will have trouble understanding how I could have consented. They have no idea how alone we felt in Tunis among the French who were nearly all pro-Vichy, apart from a few courageous souls [ . . . ] among the Muslims [too] who, with the exception of a few enlightened minds, Bourguiba among them, sympathized with the Germans—because the enemies of our enemies are our friends. [ . . . ] It was always the children of the poor who filled the trucks that supplied the camps with forced labor. [ . . . ] By going to Israel, I would be continuing to obey—for a better cause, I’ll grant you, but not in the way I had chosen for my life: the path of freedom. I went to the camps out of guilt, and I would have gone to Israel for the same reason, out of guilt. So, I decided, to the extent possible, that I would never again act out of guilt, but, rather, I would base my actions on reason. I would go to college and strive to become a philosopher and a writer. [ . . . ]

        A few months after the end of the war, I decided to enroll at the University of Algiers. [ . . . ]

        It was the first time since my disastrous experience at summer camp and my time in the labor camps that I was truly separated from my parents. This time, I thought, the separation would be forever—physically, at least. [ . . . ] I spent one academic year in conditions that I would consider unlivable today. We were housed on the premises of some youth movement, no water or electricity, or even toilets. [ . . . ]

        The following year, I reached Paris after crossing the Mediterranean for the first time. [ . . . ]

        

        France, which I was seeing for the first time ever, wasn’t ugly—just strange. Double-faced Janus, each face so different from the other that even fifty years later, I still cannot reconcile them. Despite the efforts of Jean Amrouche, who had done his utmost, without entirely convincing me, to defend the consistency of Pascal’s wager or the lyrical grandeur of Bossuet, whom he also admired, the France I had come so avidly searching for was that of Montaigne, Voltaire, and Rousseau, of human rights. But I soon realized there would be another France to take into account, at least as real as the other—clerical and reactionary, narrow-minded and ungenerous. [ . . . ]

        The hardest thing was the loneliness that comes with living in a big city. [ . . . ]

        In Tunis, I fought back, and any resistance I met only served to nourish my own. But in Paris, I was in a vacuum, where I felt myself dissolving. I experienced true anxiety, in a way I had never known before.

        Luckily for me, every season has its sunny days, and this was also the time I met the woman who would become my partner for life and the mother of my children. I don’t know what would have become of me without this dazzling apparition. We married within a few months, so that we could stop having to meet in the university cafeteria and tea salons. We moved in together, in a manner of speaking, at the Hotel Moliere, which has since disappeared, where I had rented a room in my early days in Paris. As a result of a protest over high rent, a tenant committee obtained a reduction, but the landlord countered by shutting off the heat. We spent the winter with ice on the inside of the windowpanes.

        This was also the time when I discovered writing as a major resource. I’ll come back to this further on. From that point forward, in every difficult circumstance of my life, and eventually every single day, I would write. I escaped my too-harsh reality for a world that I fashioned to meet my desires. The notes I took during this period provided material for my first book. I even tried to launch a student magazine, Hillel, for which I obtained texts from eminent contributors. I wrote reviews for the magazine Paru, which was edited by Aimé Patri. I succeeded in acquiring the rights, on behalf of Charlot Editions, originally based in Algiers, for the works of philosopher Martin Buber, some of whose unpublished letters I have come to own. Jean Amrouche, who was an insider at the radio channel France Culture back then, asked me to do a few commentaries. But you couldn’t live on freelance work, and since Charlot went out of business, after a valiant struggle, I had to face reality. I decided to go back home to Tunis, where I had been offered a second-rate job, until something better came along. The return to one’s birthplace is rarely triumphant. [ . . . ]

        Still, I was pretty fortunate: I never had much trouble getting my manuscripts accepted for publication. (All told, I did have a series of lucky breaks: the lycée, university, my first book and all those that followed. . . .) [ . . . ] The Pillar of Salt was repurchased by Gaston Gallimard,4 who reprinted it with a preface by Albert Camus. It was immediately embraced by the public and has stood the test of time, because of my fresh approach to the issue: I describe head-on the difficulties a third-world adolescent experiences while living under a colonial regime. This was a revelation for most people living in France, who were slowly waking up to the tragic events in their colonial empire. [ . . . ]

        On my second trip to Paris, I brought along the nearly finished manuscript of The Colonizer and the Colonized. [ . . . ] I gave a few chapters to Les Temps modernes; to La Nef, edited by Lucie Faure; and to Esprit.5 When the book finally appeared with a preface by Sartre, it met with great public approval, as have subsequent editions. Since its first release, it is still my most widely published book. Almost in spite of myself, I have become what is called engagé, a politically committed writer, a debatable term, since it implies a certain disdain for pure literature. [ . . . ]

        

        Is there any aspect of my life with more far-reaching implications, for me at any rate, than my Jewishness? Many of my colleagues of Jewish origin choose not to talk about theirs, and far be it for me to cast the first stone. “I’m not a Jewish painter, I’m a painter!” exclaimed Chagall, whom I interviewed once for a newspaper. And he was absolutely right. Overemphasizing some singular feature, whether in art or philosophy, only restricts the scope of your work. [ . . . ] History always comes back to haunt us. [ . . . ] Constant recalling of the Nazi death camps ends up annoying people, like some incongruity, as if that aberration of humankind were only the Jews’ problem, not theirs.

        Whether it was among the tight-knit artisan community where I grew up or the youth movement where we would continually ponder “the Jewish problem,” after my lycée years, the pressures of the Vichy regime, and getting expelled from university, then the Germans and the labor camps, history has always dealt us challenges, as Jews. How could I have remained unaffected by all that? Even after having written about it so often, today, I still have trouble talking about it. When my book about the Jewish condition [Portrait of a Jew] hit the bookshops, some readers confessed to me how embarrassed they felt when asking for the book out loud, as if the title were somehow obscene, exposing them in public. But this embarrassment reveals something about the Jewish condition, and I had to account for it.

        It is also understandable that, while my four homelands are dearer to me than any other, there is a ranking at work (and again, I am speaking for myself here): the fact that I am Jewish weighs more than the others, both negatively and positively. [ . . . ]

        It is above all a condition—that is, a nexus of relationships with others and the self. Being Jewish (like being French or Arab or female, for that matter) is not a choice, but a more or less accepted constraint, something imposed upon you, just as institutions and the rigors of climate are imposed. [ . . . ]

        Sartre had an expression that is often quoted: [ . . . ] Anyone who considers himself a Jew is a Jew. I posit that to be a Jew is not only to consider yourself as such but also to be treated a certain way, to be subjected to a certain fate. [ . . . ]

        Being Jewish is not a mere objective fact; it is also a way of experiencing the world. [ . . . ] I tend to think that the Jewish condition is generally experienced as a wound that never completely heals. [ . . . ]

        Still, compared to the Jews of Europe, we North African Jews fared much better: only a few months in labor camps, providentially interrupted by the collapse of the Third Reich, a hundred deaths or so, the usual rapes and heavy fines. [ . . . ]

        This objective and subjective condition I proposed to call judéité, or Jewishness, a term I contrived for the circumstance. Similarly, in conversation once with Léopold Sédar Senghor I proposed that he add to his venerable notion of Négritude the term Négrité [blackness], more operative for being more restricted, to designate the objective and subjective condition of Black people.6 [ . . . ] I don’t know to what extent I was involved in the concomitant elaboration of arabité (Arabness), a notion frequently in use now.

      
      
        The Land Within: Interview by Victor Malka (1976)

        
          ALBERT MEMMI: I had to leave [Tunisia]. I rid myself of everything: friendships, infatuations, family affections of course, personal effects and my position—I had resumed my duties at lycée Carnot—leaving it behind, with no regrets or fallout this time. You’ll recall that I had quit my job previously, losing my seniority; this time I was smarter and just asked for some time off, even though I was convinced this time around that I would be leaving with no thought of ever returning. . . . But Camus made the remark later on, with regard to one of my characters: “This is the kind of protagonist that never leaves, or if he does, he brings all his problems along with him.” As often happened, that well-meaning and insightful observer could see right through me, better than I ever could. He was right: I brought my problems with me, and I’ve been carrying them around ever since.

          VICTOR MALKA: Right, but why did you choose France over Israel, or Italy or Argentina, as you did in The Pillar of Salt?

          AM: Here’s my point, in the end: whatever else I say about the Arabs and the French, these are conflicts that I locate both inside and outside myself. They are both part of who I am. . . . I told you what a joy it was to hold one of the two teaching positions in philosophy at the lycée in Tunis; the significance is clear: I was recognized by both the French and the Arabs. A French University degree! And to return as a professor to my childhood lycée, where I had once enrolled as a poor, awkward kid, ashamed of himself. Sweet revenge, a crowning achievement! [ . . . ] And in addition to that, I was lucky enough to have a class full of former pupils from the Collège Sadiki [i.e., an elite middle school for Muslim boys in Tunis], by definition, all Muslim Tunisians. That’s how I came to have some of the country’s future high-profile political leaders as my pupils.

          VM: Did that become an issue?

          AM: No, since they were always kind enough to bring it up first and to remain close friends throughout, which touched me greatly.

          It was around this time that I started devouring all the books I could find that could tell me something about the country’s past, about North Africa generally. I felt I had to understand what I was experiencing, what was dying inside me, and what could still be saved. I had to really understand that death in order to prepare the resurrection. I wanted to be a prince, and it had to be a prince of the East. That’s how I eventually discovered that, although I was probably Berber, my ancestors may well have been great Arab nomads.

          VM: Were there Arabs that converted to Judaism?

          AM: They were already Jewish! Before the advent of Islam! And Arabs at the same time! They were great Arab-Jewish nomads who’d come on their camels from a more distant East. This is not widely known, but it’s almost certain: there existed grand Arab nomads of the Jewish persuasion, fierce warriors who, spear in hand, brought entire kingdoms to their knees, and who ended up founding one of their own that would endure until the 16th century.

          VM: That’s the theme of The Desert, right?

          AM: One of the main ones, yes.

          VM: In effect, it’s a mythical reconciliation.

          AM: Not just mythical. At a very basic level, as it turns out, there has never been a complete break. This is what I’ve been getting at here: beyond our conflicts and issues, and even some real nastiness—albeit in only one direction—we were both far from and close to the Arabs. My father was in tears at the death of his Gabès cart drivers, “dog-eaters,” as he called them accusingly. I can’t explain to you how meaningful that is: a Jew weeping over the death of an Arab. What’s curious is that History has confirmed that ambivalence: with the Israeli issue, not only have Arabs never left my life, but [also] they have entered definitively into the life of Jews who don’t even know them. They are the chief concern of anyone who is currently thinking about the fate of Jews overall. It’s clear that our future is now linked to theirs. Ah, if only they would understand that, too!

          VM: At least you got some satisfaction from your studies. . . .

          AM: Not even. The Sorbonne was one of my greatest disappointments, so much so that I wonder whether my break with philosophy didn’t stem from my break with the Sorbonne.

          Back then, I thought my career path was all preordained. I’ve already told you about my great philosophy teacher, Patri, who is still alive and residing in Paris now, and how much I admired him. He seemed to me like the very model of the consummate intellectual.

          But above all, I believed passionately in philosophy. For me, it was the king of disciplines, the one that enabled me to understand myself, first of all, and to understand the world.

          VM: And yet, you gave it up.

          AM: When I got to the Sorbonne, I discovered an abstract, wordy philosophy, quite remote from the issues I considered important, or I did at the time, anyway. One of my teachers at the Sorbonne, Canguilhem, told me: “Philosophy is a game of concepts.” I was crushed by that. [ . . . ] Even today, philosophy oscillates between wordplay and intellectual entertainment. [ . . . ] The same goes for much of contemporary French literature. Lacanian psychoanalysis suffers from the same affliction. Even the sciences of man—look at the rise of structuralism and linguistics—despite some very interesting contributions, point to the same thing: it’s always the excessive emphasis placed on language. . . . I came in search of keys, of models, of a way to come to grips with myself and the world, to understand man, especially. What I found instead were either partisans more interested in politicking, the opposite of free thinkers, or exegetes and historians, whom I respect as scholars like any other, who work on the language of philosophy or on thought systems, but who left me unsatisfied when it came to grand spiritual adventures. [ . . . ] On the other hand, there was indeed a new, passionate philosophy, very much of its day, which was starting to engross my fellow students: existentialism. But there was something irrational and romantic about this doctrine that made me wary, along with its whiff of scandal, the Café Flore, Tabou, etc. that made me terribly suspicious. Philosophies shouldn’t go in and out of fashion; at least, that’s how I saw things back then. [ . . . ]

          It wasn’t philosophy that helped me to survive, but, really and truly, it was literature. [ . . . ]

          It isn’t even quite accurate to say that I abandoned philosophy; I still do some, from time to time.

          VM: You once wrote that “philosophy is more deceitful than art.” [ . . . ]

          AM: Art is a fiction that is aware of itself as such, while philosophy prides itself in believing that it touches on truth. [ . . . ]

          France has become a lesser nation. That struck me as soon as I arrived in Paris. You could still feel defeat in the air. France had lost the war. [ . . . ] And the sense of tragedy has also been lost somehow. There are no more epics in this country, no more grandeur. The last embodiment, or at least a striving for grandeur, was the duo Malraux–de Gaulle.7 [ . . . ]

          VM: You were somewhat close to the Marxists, though, weren’t you?

          AM: I was more or less in agreement with them when it came to economic injustice, but I could not abide the collective discipline imposed on people’s thinking, the excessive consistency between thought and action, which inevitably gave rise to dogmatism and intolerance. [ . . . ]

          When France was liberated at the end of the war, the Sorbonne was run by two main forces: Communists and Catholics. I don’t think things changed in any fundamental way until 1968.8 [ . . . ]

          VM: You haven’t answered my question regarding the publication of The Pillar of Salt.

          AM: That’s true. [ . . . ] I arrived in Paris with a bulky manuscript, handwritten into school notebooks, with all the fear and trembling that you can well imagine. I didn’t know a soul, obviously, and had no idea what to do with it, how to go about things. I asked Jean Amrouche for advice, but either he was busy with other matters or he just didn’t take me seriously, and [he] gave a noncommittal reply: “Drop off your manuscript at one or two publishers, then wait and see.” Which is what I did, and I was overjoyed to get back two answers, in Tunis, both positive. The first, from Julliard, made the astute suggestion that I split the work and make two books out of it. Maurice Nadeau, who was working at Corrêa Éditions, which later became Buchet/Chastel, accepted to publish it as is. Since Julliard’s offer seemed sacrilegious at the time, I signed with Nadeau. All he asked me to do was to prune a little, to tighten the text a bit. I read through the whole thing, pencil in hand: there was simply no way I could change anything, apart from spelling mistakes and a few stylistic flaws. Then I packed it up and sent it back to Nadeau, who was kind enough not to belabor it.

          As for what happened next, other people told me how it all unfolded. Nadeau had the excellent intuition to take the manuscript over to Sartre, for an eventual publication of a short excerpt in his review, Les Temps modernes. Sartre read it and passed it on to the philosopher Merleau-Ponty, who at that time was a member of the editorial board. Things were starting to heat up in Tunisia around that time, and the French public was keen to know what was happening in North Africa: The Pillar of Salt basically told the life story of a young North African. Merleau-Ponty later told me that the further he got into the book, the more he discovered chapters that were particularly enlightening. In the end, and in consultation with Sartre, they divided the book up and included excerpts in their journal, four or five in a row. This was a huge opportunity for a first-time writer . . . but with one downside: many people thought that the book had been published in its entirety in Les Temps modernes and didn’t bother buying it. But I didn’t care back then about whether the book was earning money, and later on, I had no qualms repeating the same operation for The Colonizer and the Colonized, to the great displeasure, this time, of my editor, who thought I had enough of a reputation not to need prepublication in a review. My appearance in such a resolutely leftist periodical, and perhaps Merleau-Ponty’s particular perspective when selecting the sections to be excerpted, set me squarely within the ranks of those who gravitated around Sartre. One critic, also a member of the jury of one of the literary prizes for which I had obtained some votes, furiously declared that so long as he sat on that jury “Memmi will never get the prize.” He kept his word, I’ve been told. What I least expected was how violent the reactions would be in Tunis itself, among my own people. In Tunis, it was something of an event, to have a book acknowledged by Paris, written by a native son and depicting the locals. I was invited to panel discussions where I was summoned to clarify certain things, or worse, to be told to my face that I was an ingrate, that I “understood nothing” about our customs and ways. I even received anonymous letters. [ . . . ]

          VM: What do you think now about all that commotion?

          AM: My fellow citizens have pretty much forgotten whatever it was that disturbed them and have retained the chronicle of what is, after all, their lives. The Pillar of Salt, more than anything else I have written, is their book. . . . In the heat of the moment, of course I was upset by their reactions, and I sometimes responded harshly; I ended up alienating lots of people, some of whom were friends. . . . Now, when I look back, I see how unpleasant it all was but also flattering, reassuring. It meant I was starting to matter in these people’s eyes. . . . That’s very important for a young man.

          VM: For anyone.

          AM: Yes, but even more for the person I was. At present, I don’t think anything could change my outward appearance or my destiny. . . . And I wouldn’t even care if something could. . . . But back then, I went through a real and definitive change, a genuine sea change in my life . . . [ . . . ]

        

        It was then that I discovered, and have ever since maintained the conviction, that literature is the way to fight against imbalance and [is] even a sort of insurance against death. [ . . . ] Our entire civilization could disappear, everyone and everything, but that marker will remain. That Pillar was raised, no one can undo that fact, a pillar of words, not of stone. [ . . . ] The Pillar of Salt had another unexpected effect: as I said before, it turned me into a Tunisian writer. I was hailed and celebrated as such by Tunisians. [ . . . ]

        I was considered a partisan of independence. [ . . . ] [Béchir Ben Yahmed, editor-in-chief of the magazine Jeune Afrique,] proposed that I become part of the initial founders of the journal and offered me the job as culture and literature editor. I readily accepted, and our collaboration lasted until I left Tunisia . . . [ . . . ] I was politically active but as a writer and journalist. [ . . . ] I had a certain profile, for Tunisians and for the French.

      
      
        Tunisia, a Minor-League Country: The State of Affairs (1955–56)

        Quaint little courts for petty kinglets, armies where officers outnumber soldiers, ministers without ministries, an admiral with no fleet. We often escape into such make-believe worlds through movies, part fantasy, part real, delighting in an atmosphere where life is nothing but a frolic.

        Before the war, Tunisia was a charming backwater. On summer evenings, you could see the bey’s musicians seated in a circle in the palace courtyard, serenading the sovereign as he sat at his window, taking the evening air. Bystanders were allowed in to gaze in admiration, through a lattice screen, at their fine uniforms, their unsmiling faces, and their considerable moustaches, as well as the two antique canons that guarded the entrance, like a couple of toothless old dogs. Ah, life was good in that delightful backwater of a country!

        
          The Flip Side

          Life is still good there, better than in France. But it’s harder than before, and people there aren’t as happy. The war, the creation of the Arab League thanks to England, the propagandized promises issuing from Germany, then from America, have led to increased poverty and an enhanced awareness of that poverty. For it is this endemic poverty that is truly the root of the country’s problem.

          I have toured in southern Tunisia and have seen the ravages of trachoma in towns with neither plumbing nor sewage systems nor medical facilities. In my mind, I still see with horror those crowds of people in rags, their diseased eyes weeping, surrounding the Tunisienne Automobile bus. Periods of famine have reduced the Bedouin to eating nothing but beans and carrot tails, and have pushed them off the land and into shantytowns ringing the cities. But even they have been driven out, and their ramshackle shelters of mud and straw destroyed. The quaintness of Tunisia’s street urchins cannot disguise their tattered clothes and empty stomachs.

          Not surprisingly then, the constituency for political parties and trade unions has been more broad-based and stronger than elsewhere in the country. And though the fear among French North Africans may have been an overreaction, the reasons for it were obvious. I myself witnessed, at one of the V-Day celebrations, a crowd that had been convened and organized by the local chapter of the nationalist Destour Party.9 I was impressed by their sheer numbers and discipline. These men, who marched for hours, six by six, flanked by younger leaders, are perhaps unaware of their true interests. But as Madagascar and Indochina have taught us, they swear blind allegiance to their leaders.

          But the leaders do know what they want. There exists at present an enlightened bourgeois class, graduates of French secondary schools and universities, who are in part the conscience of their people. Their legitimate demands to participate in the governance of their country make up one element of the problem.

        
        
          The Grievances

          Beyond the verbal circumspection and tactical skill, the Destour Party’s sole genuine claim emerges: Tunisian independence. Prior to the war, another party, the Old Destour, was not quite so entrenched. Lacking support and defeated by the representatives of France in Tunisia, this earlier party died of natural causes. One wonders when the short-sighted half-wits in colonial politics will finally understand their tragic, inexcusable mistake: repressing the moderates and cultivating the fanatics who they think are somehow easier to mislead.

          France’s refusal of an earnest partnership with the moderates, alongside all the other unkept promises, has produced a hard core of distrust among the ever-more-desperate and hopeless colonized. Statements released periodically by the Résidence générale about the “heartwarming devotion” of the locals, the “unwavering commitment of the indigenous population to France,” were pure political theater (or some serious blindness). The truth is that Tunisians long ago ceased believing in the French. They have been looking at other options for quite a while and have found all the declarations about l’Union Française, about France and its overseas territories, either annoying or laughable.

          As I write this, the pen feels heavy in my hand. No one ever speaks out this clearly when in that land of such intense color and light, and by the time they cross back over the Mediterranean, it’s all forgotten. Still, these things are real and must be stated aloud by anyone who loves Tunisia and France as I do. These things must be clearly made known to those who are able and willing to do something for Tunisia, and for France in Tunisia. During the German occupation, radio propaganda worked on hearts and minds such that the Germans ended up being warmly welcomed. A Destour leader, yet to be disavowed by his peers, made the trip to Berlin. Some, it is true, never yielded to the German offers (precisely the direction an intelligent colonial policy should have steered!). But overall, the Nazis found the general population and its leaders sympathetic to their cause. I am convinced that the soldiers of Rommel’s army found refuge with Muslim families.

          But before addressing the issue of collaboration, we have to recognize that the meaning of words is historically contingent. In France, collaborators were those who acted against the will of their people, against the interests of the nation. In Tunisia, through an interplay of historical circumstances for which France was partly responsible, the German cause dovetailed with that of Tunisian independence, or so the Tunisians believed. Germany promised them what France, whether vanquished or victorious, was never going to give them. “But what about the social question?” you might ask. Accepting anything from the Germans amounted to accepting a fascist regime. But you could not seriously demand that the colonized be more democratic in their thinking than their colonizers. And the majority of French in the colonies are anything but democratic. Just as French Resistance fighters got weapons from the British, Muslims are still in possession of German weaponry left behind by Rommel’s army, which the French gendarmerie uncovers every so often. Yes, for them, France was the enemy. Today, they’ve entered a cold-war phase.

          One day in the middle of the war, Algerian radio asked a Tunisian student to get a few friends together for a weekly program. They refused, describing their attitude in these words: “Collaborating with the French would be like the French collaborating with the Germans.”

          Then came the German defeat. They gambled on the Americans, then, whose consuls promised the moon and the stars. But the Americans quickly lost interest politically in the French colonies (see Indochina). By now, Tunisian Muslims have lost all hope in the West and look to their Arab neighbors to the east.

          
            French Policy

            Faced with this united front, the French implemented an inconsistent policy typical of all piecemeal approaches to larger crises. A democratic government sent a resident general, a civilian with democratic values, to deliver a humanitarian speech, to issue promises, and to unfetter the press. Political demands immediately came to light in a burst of violence, and colonists pressured both the resident general and the French Foreign Ministry. Panicked by such a united revolt, following a demonstration whose cause has yet to be elucidated, the government gave free rein to the military, which fired into the crowd and arrested the leaders, whether Destourian or Communist. The civilian resident was then called back to Paris, and in the midst of a governmental shuffle an army general was dispatched, who proceeded to renege on promises and retract freedom of the press. And the cycle resumed, except that the next resident general, once again a civilian and a democrat, was immediately met with suspicion when he delivered his humanitarian speech, full of promises. On occasion, resisting proposals by the army and suggestions from the more hawkish elements among the French, the resident did satisfy a few grievances. But because he failed to initiate reforms unprompted, he merely confirmed the prevailing notion among Muslims that force alone brings results, and among the French, force was all that mattered. His reforms were thus drained of the humanity and justice that they should have conveyed to the beneficiaries. This resulted in Tunisian youth groups moving away from scout-oriented activities and into more immediately useful kinds of training, such as hand-grenade throwing.

            On the French side, the two representatives in Parliament belonged to the RPF.10 The Socialists were considered utopians, more or less sympathetic to the Tunisian cause, who did not have much of a stake in the outcome, since they were, for the most part, civil servants and teachers who would eventually be transferred back to France. (In fact, this is the only category of Frenchmen that redeems the image of that France we all love.) The Communist Party, by then in decline, saw itself as a Tunisian party. Most of the French who had any assets at all favored the use of force, either out of self-interest, fear, or conviction. Their position is best summed up by this flight captain with whom I happened to share a part of my trip: “I don’t know what the resident will do if ever there should be an alert. But the Senior Troop Command is ready. We have a few Spitfire squadrons always prepared to take to the air.” And I can vouch for the Spitfires, because I have seen them myself. Every day, several formations, steely aircraft glistening in the sun, would fuel up and fly over the outskirts of the capital of the beys.

          
          
            How to Address the Issue

            But the status quo is not a lasting solution to problems that grow more pressing with each passing day. Mystification can work only for so long, for it discredits and eventually undermines the best intentions. Despite the more or less sincere objections to the contrary from people on the Left, France without her colonies would not amount to much. Perhaps justice demands the acceptance of this loss if, in order that our lives be better, someone else must be sacrificed. If we intend to be socially moral, we had better figure out the cost of our conviction. But the diehard supporters of colonial domination also have to know that they are acting outside moral bounds. Either way, complete clarity is a must. This means that if a solution can be found that would respect justice and honor while preserving the ties between France and her overseas possessions, it is this solution that must be adopted.

            A further element of the problem, to which the Left tends to turn a blind eye, involves the situation of the European population of North Africa, which risks facing the same desperate plight as other French nationals in the overseas territories. There are today French men and women who, victims of historical circumstances, were born in Tunisia, know Tunisia better than they know France, and would be heartbroken if they were obliged to leave their homes, jobs, and friends. And because they feel as if they are being dismissed by the democrats, who consider their very existence as an injustice, they have pinned their last hopes on the reactionaries and the use of force as a last resort. What is more, they often share their privileges with the co-opted, well-to-do colonized locals. There is also a population of Italians in Tunisia who would be impossible to uproot from this land where multiple generations of their forebears have lived, and who know next to nothing about Italy. It would be just as unfair and absurd to call for these Italians to leave, or the Jews or Maltese, for that matter, as it would be to expel from Marseille the Corsican families whose great-great-grandparents settled there so long ago.

            These are genuine human problems, not some nominally debatable issue, and we should not be allowed to look the other way. The nascent Muslim states are not yet able to protect their foreign nationals against what could easily turn into mob violence. Recent news items have unfortunately shown this to be the case. I know that what I am writing here will not sit well with my Muslim readers, but when we have the right to speak the truth, we must speak the whole truth. And if I failed to speak of the rights of the other inhabitants of Tunisia, how could I come out and affirm that Tunisians have the right to their liberation? For a decent Frenchman, then, the issue is to reconcile, with justice, the interests of France and the safety of Tunisia’s non-Muslim population.

            For Tunisians, the situation is even clearer: their interests and their rights coincide in a single demand: the political and economic liberation of their country.

          
          
            A Possible Solution

            Preoccupied as they are by their political independence, as are all nations still in the process of becoming, Tunisians are less concerned about the economic enfranchisement of their people, who are still ruled by feudal overlords. Enslavement of Blacks, for instance, has not yet disappeared, despite its being outlawed. The condition of Tunisia’s peasantry, the fellahin, is no better than that of medieval serfs. Tunisia’s current leadership has taken so little notice—or they pretend not to notice—that political freedom means nothing unless accompanied by economic independence, that the trade unions receive both workers and management, forgetting their economic role and overemphasizing the national struggle. For an instant, the Tunisians believed they had caught the attention of the Americans, whose compassion immediately translated into their takeover of most of the El Aouina Airport. We have learned in recent days that they are once again interested in North Africa. May God protect us from our friends! It is clear that political aid from a European nation would require a renewed economic servitude.

            Either that, or Tunisia would disengage from all European trade and enter the Arab League fold. Apart from the fact that ties between the Arab League and the British Foreign Office, its financer, advisor, and beneficiary, are now obvious to all, it would mean the triumph of the reactionary, feudal classes.

            It seems to me that the best tool for a two-pronged liberation of the Tunisian people, the only one that would preclude any mystification, would be a progressive party that could unite the social struggle and the political struggle, one that would educate the masses, pave the way for their coming-of-age, and demand the most urgently needed reforms. For the time being, however, such a party can exist only within the framework of a democratic French union. There is nothing paradoxical about this. The situation of trade unions and progressive political groups in politically autonomous Arab countries provides the sociological proof. The leadership of such a party exists but is systematically countered by France. The cadres of such a party are compelled to play the all-out nationalist card to have any chance at all of being heard by their fellow citizens.

            But French skeptics will say, “France has never favored a Tunisia political party, and in any case, its self-interests forbid it from doing so.” This is precisely the point I’ve been trying to make: the only solution for France, and more precisely, for all decent Frenchmen, is to support just such a party. Only men and women who believe in democratic values and who strive for the economic freedom of their people prefer a struggle within a democratic French union to the oppression that would follow any compromise with the feudal Arab League and the triumph of the reactionary wing that this implies. To refuse to help such a progressive party would result in all of Tunisia’s aspirations crystalizing around a reactionary nationalist party, with use of force as an inevitable consequence. But a policy based on coercion is always costly and sometimes proves suicidal.

            Tunisian intellectuals must step back from their current brinkmanship, which can lead only to either a colonial war or an oppressive feudal government. They must put together a progressive party brave enough to stand before the Tunisian people and tell them where their true interests lie. France must come to the aid of this party, not merely through an act of benign indifference, but it must help prove Tunisia right. It is indeed the case that, despite impediments caused by colonialism, Tunisia made more progress in the areas of medicine, education, and the economy under the French than it did during the rule of the beys. It must now open up the schools to a broader population, intensify the country’s infrastructure, democratize its institutions, and give democrats the strength to defend themselves and to get their fellow citizens to accept the newly minted nation.

          
        
      
      
        Tunisian Diaries, 1955–56

        Friday 6 July. I recall (it’s Sebag, actually, who reminded me of it) what Fleg once said to me:11

        
          You are Jewish, Tunisian, French, and you accept all three dimensions. You’re right to do so. It’s a good thing.

          Remember that. I will take a stand politically when the urgency of justice requires it. But don’t come asking me to choose among my various identities, my deeper self. I am this, that, and the other thing all at the same time.

          What if there is a conflict, you say? What sort of conflict, I ask? If it’s a political conflict, I’ll agree with whoever is right. If it’s about my deeper self, no, I refuse, and I’ll leave the room.

        

        How racism is born: Daniel (5 years old), talking about the neighbors, says to me: They’re worse than Arabs!

        

        13 July: Art alone, I discovered, would allow me to coincide with myself. In politics, all too often, the game was rigged (I don’t dare say that it was fundamentally rigged, by definition). To the extent that tactics can often conceal the real objectives. Which is frequent. Thus, you might believe that some watchword is important in and of itself, but it has actually been designed by the leaders as a diversion tactic, for instance. (In other words, you march to this watchword, but ultimately, they were wanting it to fail all along.) Positive, but the unpleasant experience of having been played, of never being sure. In art: you really do everything you can to coincide.

        

        14 July: Increasing anxiety over this return to Paris. Especially having to face leaving Tunis. All the order in my life that I took such pains to establish must now yield to another.

        

        15 July: I experienced waves of anxiety almost every day, especially at night before going to sleep, and would often wake up in a state of panic. I would share none of this with her [i.e., Germaine, his wife], unless she asked about it.

        

        20 July: It’s not because I was born in Tunisia—or that I’m yearning to secure Tunisian citizenship—that I am helping Tunisians. It’s because I am against all forms of oppression.

        

        26 July: What is so striking first of all is how few Jews are willing to speak out about the Jewish condition, especially when you see what a sizable proportion of them are intellectuals. But you need only get to know Jews to realize that all of them are concerned about it. Here’s the point: they prefer to deny it in public, as if afraid they might somehow contribute to awakening the monster.

        The commitment of all Jews to Israel is an act of mistrust toward all other countries (despite the extraordinary good will that Jews show toward their countries of adoption), because they are never sure what the future holds, even in France, even in England, even in the USSR. That’s right, they are never sure to be considered as full citizens like everyone else. See Khrushchev’s speech, for example.

        

        Freedom: Jews are not free to choose whether they are Jewish or not, they simply are Jewish, so all that’s left is for them to be freely Jewish. Come on, let’s get serious!

        

        Naturalization: a legal phenomenon, it doesn’t save them. Would it take conversion? Not even. It doesn’t save them as individuals. They continue to be eyed with suspicion. . . . At best, it might save their descendants (with that, the Nazis still pursued them).

        

        Separate sheet: The Jewish Factor. The problems faced by North African writers are my problems. But they are not exactly mine; or to be precise, mine are affected by the Jewish factor. For language, to give one example. There is nothing unconditional about it, as far as I’m concerned.

        

        Starting out: I took a lot of criticism for ending The Pillar of Salt with a departure. People read it as the protagonist running away after a failure. But if he was running away, he was also seeking to build a new life on different foundations. My critics, for their part, have always faced life head-on, never dodging. But they weren’t entirely correct. He wasn’t exactly running away. In actual fact, AMB did not leave Tunis quite in that way—he went to Paris to try to continue his studies.12

        A chapter on war—Israel’s war.

        Seeking wisdom and the self.

        

        4 August: the Suez Crisis:13 equivocal feelings of unease, quickly put to rest, I am happy to say (Nasser’s attitude toward Israel).

      
      
        Preface to Portrait of a Jew (1971)

        While this book followed its path, the wheels of history too continued to turn. There was the warning of the Six Day War and the comfort that followed it. Apart from supplying certain reasons to be confident about the future of Israel, this war confirmed the fact that the Arabs had never given up the idea of erasing the young state from the map. In France, once the Algerian war had ended, friendship with the Arab countries became more important than that with Israel. De Gaulle decided on the embargo and made a shocking speech, the most serious aspect of it being that he gave permission to the French once again to be anti-Semites.14 In the Arab countries, some Jews were hung and civil rights were suspended for the others. With the excuse of anti-Zionism, the Soviet Union gave a free hand to traditional anti-Semitism. This time, without any possible argument, reality came to resemble the portrait of a Jew that I had attempted to trace. The result was new editions of this book in France, England, Holland, Argentina, Italy, and Germany.

        I don’t want to conclude this short preface solely by stating an unpleasant fact. When the oppressed begins to understand his oppression, he has taken the first step toward his liberation. From this time on, there will be something new, and important, in the spirit of the Jew; it is enough to speak to a young Jew today to be convinced of this. If Portrait of a Jew has been but a symptom of this awakening, I will be very happy.

      
      
        Interview with Albert Memmi by Dov Maimon (2007)

        
          DOV MAIMON: To begin, could you give a summary of the basic trends in your intellectual biography? Today, with novels such as Agar [Strangers] (1955) or La Statue de sel [The Pillar of Salt] (1953) [both available in translations from French into English, Hebrew, and many other languages] attaining the highly enviable status of classics, I’d like to know what place creating novels holds in your life.

          ALBERT MEMMI: My work extends in two directions: creating novels and writing essays that take stock of reality. Taking stock of the real, of individuals or groups, has led me to consider two principal realms that are shared in our lives, and perhaps in those of animals: dominance and dependence.

          a. Dominance is the attempt to master others so as to take some advantage of them, real or fictional. That is why racism or heterophobia (a concept I created) would be a good illustration of this (see in particular my book on racism).

          b. Colonization, a subject to which I have devoted numerous texts, is also a good illustration of this collective phenomenon. The situation of being a Jew is another (see my Portrait d’un juif [Portrait of a Jew] (1962), where I created the notion of judéité [Jewishness]). But also the situation of being a woman, or of being Black. And so I discovered resemblances between all these states of being and specific characteristics for each.

          c. After thirty years or so of research on dominance, I have discovered the importance of the need we have of others, whether it be the love relationship (the notion of the duo), the relationship between parent and child, the dependence on work, etc., but also the dependence on the imagination, mainly art or religion. Here, too, the mechanisms that regulate our dependence on drugs, alcohol, and tobacco and those that regulate our relations with art or religion are perceptibly the same: we are their captives, and they bring us pleasure.

          d. But no conceptual analysis can exhaust the real, whether individual or collective; it almost always possesses an imaginary dimension (one loves a woman for what she is and also for the way we imagine her). The same is true for one’s community or country. I therefore need to devote myself sometimes to conceptual analysis and sometimes to fictional construction. For me, writing novels remains unavoidable.

          DM: As you have shown often enough, Zionism is not a colonialist phenomenon but purely and simply a movement of national liberation. And yet, how do you explain that the criticism of Israel so conspicuous in Europe seems increasingly to find nourishment in a source of anti-imperialist ideology such as is today incarnated notably in a movement that some, such as P. H. Taguief [sic: Pierre-André Taguieff] and A. Finkielkraut, consider proper to call neo-Leftism?

          AM: Because the European Left remains impregnated with Stalin-like and Soviet Manichaeanism. The Arabs, because they were dominated by the West and are still not out of the grasp of the West, seem to remain victims. The same thing happens in Israel. We come up against Arab feudal systems (by some miracle thought to be progressive) and oil money, which will weigh more and more heavily on the politics of Europe.

          DM: As an early militant for decolonization, how do you see the evolution of societies in the Maghreb, especially in view of the fundamentalist threat?

          AM: I am not reassured, either for the Maghreb or for the whole Arab world. Indeed, the Arab world is passing through a stage that I have called the return of the pendulum. As long as the memory of colonization and its aftereffects, and the sociohistorical decline of the Arab-Muslim world, have not faded, the pendulum risks swinging as far as possible to one side; hence the attractions of past glories, of nationalism, the efforts to recover power in the process of which violence and terrorism appear as the most efficacious tools—instead of latching on bravely to democratization and the adoption of contemporary knowledge.

          DM: In the spectrum of French Judaism, you incarnate the nonreligious, cultural, progressive, and identity position. Do you think that a Judaism that is purely secular—not only stripped of its ritual practices but [also] oblivious of the great ethical and metaphysical questioning conveyed by the old Hebrew wisdom—is possible or even simply desirable?

          AM: I don’t find fault with rituals, whether individual or group. They are comforting by marking the rhythms of time; they contribute to the unity of the group. On the other hand, I do find fault with making them sacred, the pretension of rabbis and priests in general to be the spokespersons of some divinity rather than dabblers in history. Neither do I find fault with ethical or even metaphysical questioning, if there is such a thing as metaphysics. I do find fault with clerical and mythological answers to these questions. No god can allay our fears, at least not for me. The Bible, like all writing said to be holy, is literature, excellent literature in fact. Somewhere or other I proposed this turn of phrase: “Religion is literature gone mad.”

          DM: Does the solution that the Israeli intellectual Left has favored for a long time—I mean the partition of the land into “two states for two peoples” with Jerusalem as capital both for the Palestinian state to the east and for the Hebrew state to the west—still seem operable to you, after the clear failure of the Oslo Accords, which were conceived on this basis?

          AM: As long as people have not become more reasonable, I am in favor of partitioning Palestine into two states and two peoples. But I am not sure that the Zionist dream has really disappeared, nor whether the Arabs are resigned to the existence in their midst of a [Jewish or Israeli] national identity.

          DM: What is your view of the relationship that Diaspora communities maintain towards the State of Israel?

          AM: Decisive, in both directions.

        

      
      
        The Fecundity of Exile (2003)

        I need to make a confession to you, which is costly: the suffering of exile has often been deplored, and I have had a share in this. It is time to add that exile is also fecund.

        As for myself, I have drawn great benefit from having four or five countries and not just a single one.

        For forty years, longer than in my home country, I have lived in Paris, and I am in love with this city to the point that it seems to me the most beautiful city in the world. I speak and write in French; I even believe that I have ended up dreaming in French. French is my language as the free, reasonable, and rational man that I strive to be. It is the language of the disciplined but fastidious citizen of a democratic country. It is the indispensable tool for my everyday work as a writer and teacher. French is my way of thinking the universal.

        I could not possibly say all that Arabic has been for me, despite my immersion without return in French, especially after the death of my parents. For me, it remains the essential, the intimate familiarity with common roots in the Arab world, such that I rediscover myself in countries from Morocco to Syria.

        Hebrew, the language of my childhood imagination, the language of the lived and narrated Bible, quoted with ease and naturalness in our circle of artisans [ . . . ]. Today it is the language of a project of rejoining in an unexpected manner an almost mythical past with a political future.

        Italian is a language that is music to my ears. I find great enjoyment in speaking Italian and in hearing my Italian friends say, with me learning from them, “Tesoro mio,” “Carissimo [amico].”

        I will say nothing about a few bits of Maltese, which I picked up from being around my father. He was so well-versed in this surprising Arab-Christian dialect that he was often taken to be Maltese. Not to mention the fossilized Spanish, spoken with the distinction of Cervantes, to the point that linguists, it seems, came to study among the Jewish families that had taken refuge here since the inquisition. Nor to mention Greek, the idiom of the philosophers, which I was professionally until literature prevailed over it.

        The other side of exile, finally, is to enjoy multiple affiliations and especially to acquire from them a sense of indulgence toward everyone. Groups require us to be this or that, because groups are large beasts without brains. They are jealous because they are afraid. The truth, increasingly, is that we are both this and that, and even more. I would like to have five passports.

      
      
        Passport for a Hoped Immortality (2007)

        I am at the age of settling accounts, where one looks back over the whole of one’s life and asks oneself if one has lived it well: what were the mistakes, the successes, and the occasional regrets.

        For the writer I have become, what have I contributed to the basket of the common culture? Why should I be concerned about posterity, when I am someone who does not believe that there is another world? Why so much stubborn effort to build a sort of passport for a hoped immortality?

        And so, what little I have discovered I am giving to you in this groping response. One must live, act, and think now, in this life, as if one were worthy of a hoped immortality. To be brief, find and communicate the truth, if possible. Beware of prejudice and utopias, of all dogmas, including those that are one’s own. Live without submission and without compromise. For me, this is the ethics of the thinker and the foundation of what I mean by philosophy.

        Then try to develop the proper form for communicating it: that is the role of the writer, which I have also tried to be.

      
    

    
      
        2

        The Pillar of Salt (1953)

      
      
        Started during Memmi’s time as a university student in France, after the Second World War and before his return to Tunisia in 1949, The Pillar of Salt was the first distillation of Memmi’s views on the colonial world and the lives of those who composed it. He recounted his experience publishing the novel and his initial encounter with Sartre in La terre intérieure (The Land Within), included in his biographical reflections here in chapter 1. Arriving “in Paris with a large manuscript, written on pages of a schoolbook, with all the trembling you can imagine,” he developed a relationship with Maurice Nadeau, an editor for Corrêa. They reached an impasse when Nadeau requested he “prune” the text and “it seemed impossible to change anything, except for spelling errors and a few imperfections of style.” At this point Nadeau took the manuscript to Jean-Paul Sartre to consider publishing parts of it in Les Temps modernes. Sartre read it and passed the manuscript to Maurice Merleau-Ponty, at the time a member of the journal’s editorial board. He and Sartre agreed to publish excerpts of the novel in sections across several editions of the review.

        The novel is a vivid narrative of a colonized intellectual as a young man navigating the colonial world that Memmi would soon map in The Colonizer and the Colonized. The book was published in 1953, prefaced by Albert Camus upon its reedition, and it won the Prix de Carthage and the Prix Fénéon. The narrator finds himself trapped between that world’s loci of identity: French, Jewish, and Tunisian, embodied in the protagonist’s name, Alexandre Mordekhai Benillouche (selection number one). It recasts Memmi’s observations into a story of failed reconciliation between his Jewishness, Tunisia, and France—tradition and modernity—leading to alienation and exile.

        The selections here focus on the protagonist’s early family and religious life (the second selection); the family’s poverty and Jewishness, which defined its social location within the colonial system (selection number three); the protagonist’s struggles with his wealthier counterparts as a scholarship student attending a French high school (the fourth selection); the tensions wrought by the pursuit of Western ideas (selection number five); the segregation of Jews and Arabs despite their shared experience of colonization (selection number six); the impact of the Nazi occupation and Vichy collaboration during World War II (the seventh selection); and the strain to extricate himself from these difficulties in the pursuit of freedom (the eighth selection). Section titles are the names of the chapters from Memmi’s novel and are in the order they appear in the novel, except for the first selection.

      
      
        The City

        My name is Benillouche, Alexandre Mordekhai.

        How galling the smiles of my classmates! In our alley, and at the Alliance school, I hadn’t known how ridiculous, how revealing, my name could be.1 But at the French lycée I became aware of this at once. From then on, the mere sound of my own name humiliated me and made my pulse beat faster.

        Alexandre: brassy, glorious, a name given to me by my parents in recognition of the wonderful West and because it seemed to them to express their idea of Europe. [ . . . ]

        Mordekhai (colloquially, I was called Mridakh) signified my share in the Jewish tradition. It had been the formidable name of a glorious Maccabee and also of my grandfather, a feeble old man who never forgot the terrors of the ghetto. [ . . . ] But in this country, Mridakh is as obstinately revealing as if one shouted out: “I’m a Jew!” More precisely: “My home is in the ghetto,” “my legal status is native African,” “I come from an Oriental background,” “I’m poor.” But I had learned to reject these four classifications. It would be easy to reproach me for this, and I have not failed to blame myself. But how is it possible not to be ashamed of one’s condition when one has experienced scorn, mockery, or sympathy for it since childhood? I had learned to interpret smiles, to understand whispers, to read the thoughts of others in their eyes, to reconstruct the reasoning behind a casual phrase or a chance word. [ . . . ]

        At the lycée, I very quickly got into the habit of dropping “Mordekhai” from my lesson headings, and before long I forgot the name as if I had shed it like an old skin. Yet it dragged on behind me, holding fast. It was brought back to my attention by all official notices and summonses, by everything that came from beyond the narrow frame of daily routine. [ . . . ]

        Alexandre, Mordekhai, Benillouche. Benillouche or, in Berber-Arabic dialect, the son of the lamb. From what mountain tribe did my ancestors descend? Who am I, after all?

        I sought—in everything from official documents to my own sharply defined features—some thread which might lead me to the knowledge of who I am. For a while, I believed my forebears had been a family of Berber princes converted to Judaism by Kahena, the warrior-queen and founder of a Jewish kingdom in the middle of the Atlas Mountains. It pleased me to think that I came from the very heart of the country. But then, another time, I found I was descended from an Italian Renaissance painter. [ . . . ] Could I be descended from a Berber tribe when the Berbers themselves failed to recognize me as one of their own? I was Jewish, not Moslem; a townsman, not a highlander. And even if I had borne the painter’s name, I would not have been acknowledged by the Italians. No, I’m African, not European. In the long run, I would always be forced to return to Alexandre Mordekhai Benillouche, a native in a colonial country, a Jew in an anti-Semitic universe, an African in a world dominated by Europe.

      
      
        The Blind Alley

        We lived at the bottom of the Impasse Tarfoune, in a little room where I was born one year after my sister Kalla. With the Barouch family we shared the ground floor of a shapeless old building, a sort of two-room apartment. [ . . . ] We took turns with the Barouch family to go into the kitchen to the only washbasin with its single faucet. [ . . . ] My mother would remove the two iron bars that protected our front door against thieves and pogroms.

      
      
        The Sabbath

        At first, I wanted to write a whole book about the even tenor of happiness of my earliest years, but in spite of my nostalgia for this period, I have barely managed to scribble these few pages about it [ . . . ] Still, I would like to add something now about our Friday nights and our Saturday mornings, so wonderfully joyful and peacefully holy.

        Friday was always born in an excited dawn, and it blossomed majestically into a triumphant Sabbath that made us stiff and solemn in our holiday attire, all lit up by the solemn candles. [ . . . ] They had to set out, all over the rooms, the meals for two whole days. [ . . . ]

        For the Sabbath, even the light seemed unusual. Scrubbed in warm water, combed and dressed in our best, we waited for Father to come home earlier than usual. But on his way he had stopped at the barber’s so that when he appeared he was well shaven and combed, already Sabbatical in spite of his working clothes. [ . . . ]

        One after another, our Friday evening friends then began to arrive: Didakh the cobbler, Hmaïnou the watchmaker, sometimes Joule, the landlady’s son who felt happier with us than with his own mother. [ . . . ] The men would then drink their little glasses of araki as they ate force-meat balls, chick-peas, and strongly seasoned pickled carrots and squash. As for me, I greedily accepted the little drop of alcohol that they often offered me [ . . . ] I cannot remember ever having gone to bed on a Friday night [ . . . ]

        Sleep, when one has no worries, tastes like honey [ . . . ] a morning filled with an unusual happiness.

        We had long given up going to the synagogue on Saturdays and visited our suppliers instead, but Saturday was still a holy day. [ . . . ]

      
      
        Old Clothes

        I was not born in the ghetto. Our alley was at the frontier of the Jewish quarter of Tunis, but this was enough to satisfy my father’s pride. [ . . . ] My father [ . . . ] liked to contrast the dreamy silence of our alley, cool from having recently been watered, with the offensive stink of the ghetto alleys. [ . . . ] We might well have but one room, but we were only two families to share our kitchen and our toilet. [ . . . ] Meanwhile, I was being spared the extreme poverty of the ghetto. [ . . . ] But I believed in some social distinction between its inhabitants and ourselves, since we lived a good 500 m from the nearest Jewish home. Besides, my father owned a store and was an employer. Once the crops have been harvested the Bedouin has a little cash on hand and comes down to the city to buy a new halter for his horse, and this makes him feel important. [ . . . ] Ours was the dignity of an entirely different sort, superior indeed to that of the street hucksters who are always being told by the cops to move on [ . . . ]

      
      
        High School

        Created in the city’s image, the French lycée was peopled so variously that I immediately felt lost. I had French, Tunisian, Italian, Russian, Maltese, even Jewish classmates—but the latter were from a background so different from mine that they were as foreign to me as the others. They were rich Jews and of the second generation of Western culture; like all the others, they too made fun of the nasal ghetto accent which they imitated by confusing the French word savon (for soap) and savant (for scientist). [ . . . ] They rolled the impossible r that Paris has imposed on the rest of France. [ . . . ]

        I tried desperately to speak this language which wasn’t mine, which perhaps will never be entirely mine, but without which I would never be able to achieve self-realization. Our local dialect was only just able to satisfy the daily needs of eating and drinking. [ . . . ]

        My classmates smiled, were confident, smelled of eau de Cologne and of good toilet soaps. [ . . . ] They washed from top to toe every morning. [ . . . ]

        Most frustrating of all, I was completely excluded from their community. [ . . . ] They all belonged to one and the same civilization which remained merely theoretical in my eyes as long as I myself had no share in it. [ . . . ]

        Social distinctions are as profound as religious differences, and I was not a member of their class. [ . . . ]

        I forced myself to listen to operas, to follow plays, to note the lives of their authors and information about the works themselves. [ . . . ]

        I saw clearly that my cutting myself off entirely from my own original background did not necessarily allow me to enter any other group. Just as I sat on the fence between two civilizations, so would I now find myself between two classes; [ . . . ] in trying to sit on several chairs, one generally lands on the floor.

        It was then that I discovered a terrible and marvelous secret which might perhaps make my loneliness bearable. [ . . . ] I began to put everything on paper, and that is how I began to write and to experience the wonderful pleasure of mastering a whole life by recreating it. [ . . . ] To describe people, I had to be an outsider and I could no longer be a part of the world I contemplated. Just as one ceases to live while one watches a play, so did I cease to live and now merely wrote. [ . . . ] My new loneliness became deeper too because I was more conscious of it and accepted it. [ . . . ]

        Thus began my hand-to-hand struggle with language [ . . . ] Dimly, I felt that I would penetrate into the soul of this civilization by mastering its language. [ . . . ]

        I would never be as adept at the language as my companions whom birth had endowed with an almost perfect linguistic equipment. [ . . . ]

        The compliments of my teacher for all my work were a compensation. [ . . . ] I worked like a brute [ . . . ] I struggled so relentlessly for prizes and honors. [ . . . ] What I wanted was more than their processed schoolbook learning. [ . . . ]

        I read tons of printed paper [ . . . ]

        One day I asked for permission to give a report on the poet Alfred de Vigny and it was granted to me.2 I admired Vigny’s disillusioned but haughty manliness, his noncompliance. [ . . . ] I began to speak [ . . . ] without any notes [ . . . ] My irreverence carried me away, as always, so that I soon slipped into slang. [ . . . ]

        “Your report has been most odd. I can add very little to what you’ve said about Vigny. But, in order to speak without notes, which in itself should merit approval, you’ve allowed yourself to slip into the language of a street urchin.”

        I could take it as I pleased. But I saw that the class was satisfied with the insult; they looked at one another, sneered, and repeated: “the language of a street urchin.” [ . . . ]

        The language I spoke was an amalgam, a dreadful mixture of literary or even precious expressions and of idioms translated word for word from our dialect, of schoolboy slang and of my own more or less successful inventions. [ . . . ]

        Sometimes, at night, in bed, I would weep with joy when, as I read Jean-Jacques Rousseau, for instance, I felt that I could recognize, in his passion and his humble background, his rejection of his own surroundings, my own ambitions and my own future. [ . . . ]

      
      
        The Choice

        But would I ever be strong enough to survive this split in my being? [ . . . ] I made up my mind to choose one of them. Between the East and the West, between African superstitions and philosophy, between our dialect and the French language, I now had to choose. [ . . . ]

        I did not want to be Alexandre Mordekhai Benillouche, I wanted to escape from myself and go out toward the others. I was not going to remain a Jew, an Oriental, a pauper; I belonged neither to my family nor to my religious community; I was a new being, utterly transparent, ready to be completely remade into a philosophy instructor. [ . . . ]

        I filed an application for a job as supervisor of studies in a high-school dormitory for resident students. [ . . . ] Within a week, I received my appointment. I then wrote a letter to the Head of the Philosophy Department in Algiers, which was the nearest university, asking him in all simplicity for some assistance. [ . . . ]

        I had really taken myself in hand, achieved financial independence and managed to study a subject that I had picked out for myself. [ . . . ]

        For a while I even thought I would be able to build myself, in the spirit philosophy, a sort of private garden, fenced off with little columns on which would be placed the busts of Aristotle and Plato, Descartes, Kant, and Hegel.

      
      
        The Others

        It was in high school that I discovered how painful it is to be a Jew. [ . . . ] I did not feel alien to myself as I do today [ . . . ] Anti-Semitism seemed to be a characteristic of the others, much as they might have a way of speaking or of dressing. They were not Jews, as I was, so they were anti-Semites. [ . . . ] I did not feel Jewish in any way that might provoke anti-Semitism. In short, I felt neither accused nor guilty.

        In high school, I began to suffer because they forced me to ask myself what I was. [ . . . ]

        Apparently, I was too touchy and saw antiSemitism everywhere. But the point was that my classmates did not suffer enough from it in material terms. There were, [ . . . ] little annoyances [ . . . ] a drunkard might shout: “Death to the Jews!” Or the ticket-collector, harassed by the crowd, might say: “These Jews are all alike.” Or inscriptions might be scrawled every once in a while on the walls of the old cemetery: “Down with the Jews!” Or again, uncomplimentary references might appear in the press [ . . . ]

        Several of my history instructors were at the same time anti-Semitic, anti-Arab, and politically reactionary, so that I learned to identify anti-Semitism with prejudice and with reactionary political opinions. [ . . . ] The fact that the same contempt was felt for Mohammedans made me feel a sense of community with them. [ . . . ] Our Alsatian teacher was an example of ordinary anti-Semitism [ . . . ] he disliked living on the Mediterranean, and he reproached us with liking all the things he detested, such as speaking loud, or living on the streets, or being sunburnt, whereas his complexion was milky-white. Then there was the traditional and stupid race prejudice of Naud, the retired lieutenant with the missing leg who taught us history. Another historian also tried to give race prejudice a scientific basis. [ . . . ] He became a leader in Franco-Nazi collaboration. [ . . . ]

        I found no immediate reply to his arguments, they troubled me and made me feel guilty. To combat this, I threw myself into studies of Judaism and became intellectually aware of our own Hebrew spiritual tradition. [ . . . ] Then firmly entrenched within my new knowledge, I tried to undermine as best I could the teachings of this doctrinaire racial theorist in the minds of my school-fellows. [ . . . ]

        Ben Smaan [and I . . .] made a date to meet in town. He then told me he was the local secretary of a political youth movement composed only of native Africans and asked me to join it. I was delighted but a little embarrassed. Of course, I suffered from my growing awareness that I was alien in the eyes of Europeans, but it had not yet occurred to me to make a move toward the Moslems for I thought of this road as closed. [ . . . ]

        [Ben Smaan said,] “We would like to have some Jews too, so as to express the aspirations of the whole Tunisian nation.”

        “But are we a part of the nation?”

        “Of course you are! Where was your father born? And your grandfather? Have you ever had any other nationality in the last few centuries? No! There you are!” [ . . . ]

        “We must promote unity among all the native sons of the country and make them act according to their own conscience. Why should we do without the help of the Jews who are an important part of the population and a particularly active, clever, and powerful one?”

        The last part of this sentence did not please me. What could he mean by “clever and powerful”? I preferred to think that his words had been tactlessly chosen.

        “I can only agree, but I must admit that I am a pessimist. One cannot force oneself to be accepted as a relative or even a neighbor. That is the opinion of many Jews for whom the only solution is Zionism.”

        “Zionism! Leave that alone! It’s a utopia and one that will arouse the whole Arab world. What could a handful of madmen do against the whole Arab world?” [ . . . ]

        I did not know then what to think of Zionism, but such a rapid condemnation hurt me, and the implied threat particularly shocked me. [ . . . ] The people of Tunisia needed their own party to fight for them and to express their own aspirations. [ . . . ] What was my people? And what did it want? My violence in the discussion and my resistance melted to indecision and a feeling of not belonging anywhere when it came to actions. [ . . . ]

        “If you were asked point-blank what your main political aim is, you would say the withdrawal of the European colonials or at any rate their neutralization. But I have to stop and think. You very much want a return to the culture and language of the Arabs, but I now belong to Western culture.” [ . . . ]

        I was too shy to add that Moslem hostility would have to be dispelled and that there was also the hostility of the Jews who had been driven behind thick walls by centuries of fear. [ . . . ]

        How vain and futile are all theoretical and philosophical constructions of the mind when compared to the brutal realities of the world of men! The European philosophers build the most rigorous and virtuous moral codes, and their politicians, brought up by these teachers, foment murders as a means of government. After how bitter a struggle had I chosen the West and not the East! And now I was beginning to listen to the reasonings of Jewish nationalists when the war came to fill up our lives and postpone any solution to these problems. [ . . . ]

      
      
        The War

        Suddenly, the world flooded my life and dragged me in its wake with so much violence that I hardly knew what was happening to me. [ . . . ]

        In the first days after the declaration of war, a few Italian planes flew so high above the city that they could not be seen, and they dropped some light bombs at random on the countryside. [ . . . ] Not since any man or community could remember had we ever been involved in an armed conflict; those were European games and disasters, and we bore the consequences of them because our fate was linked with that of Europe, but neither our minds nor our hearts were preoccupied. When the Italians finally stopped their timid flying expeditions, the war ceased to have anything to do with our everyday life. [ . . . ]

        And then, all of a sudden, one day we found ourselves right in the middle of the tragedy. [ . . . ]

        The big Junker planes of the Nazis started landing on El-Aouina Airfield. I did not see the aircraft, and nobody told me about it. [ . . . ]

        I understood so little that I was convinced that, between the Jews, the Germans, and the French, it was all a matter of pride. When Pétain came to power in France, the new anti-Semitic laws were applied to us but with some delay. When the decrees were published, I was not so much struck by the material side of the catastrophe as disappointed and angry. It was the painful and astounding treason [ . . . ]

        Instantly I wrote a letter of resignation which I handed to the principal of the school. [ . . . ]

        He accepted my letter [ . . . ] and I left his office feeling quits with the persecutors of Vichy. I had hit back, blow for blow. Of course, I had lost my job. But my reputation, both as a serious pupil and as a student, assured me many requests for private lessons. [ . . . ] Even when the universities were closed to Jews I was not alarmed. Having no money, I could not attend them anyway. [ . . . ]

        Immediately, with the arrival of the Germans, came disaster. [ . . . ] We were hurled into such a whirlwind that we only started breathing again after they left. Disaster certainly makes one less lucid. The first morning after that sinister evening when the German authorities settled in the dark city, the Kommandatur took its first anti-Jewish steps. Armed with well-prepared lists and accompanied, as was fitting, by their French colleagues the German police went out to collect several hundred hostages. It was announced that, at the slightest opposition, they would all be shot. Then came requisitions and exactions and murders. Now that we have news from the rest of the world, I know that we did not reach the bottom of the abyss. We had no gas chambers or crematoria. Those of us who were deported to Germany probably went through all that, but we did not know about it at the time. [ . . . ] We certainly had our share of misery, however meager compared to that of others. [ . . . ]

        We also had our victims, executed for fun or as punishment or by mistake, our women raped and our homes plundered. [ . . . ] German lorries would draw up in front of a building occupied by Jews; soldiers would get out and, blocking the exits, summon all the inhabitants to leave immediately. [ . . . ] We only heard about rapes indirectly [ . . . ] The impression of being wide-awake in a nightmare was reinforced by the more and more violent bombings, day and night, ever more frequent and terrifying, which upset all our sense of time. [ . . . ]

        The Moslems did not wish to take sides in a war between Europeans. [ . . . ] It was a miracle [ . . . ] the whole Moslem population did not go over to the Nazis. Nothing had been neglected: promises of complete independence, Arab broadcasts from Berlin, and reminders of Kaiser Wilhelm II’s Islamic sympathies.

        The Italians, undermined by Fascist propaganda, by free distributions of black shirts and magnificent balls, thought they were living in the Golden Age of ancient Rome or of a Greater Italy. [ . . . ] Any sort of resistance was inconceivable. The least move would have caused a huge massacre [ . . . ] On the eighth day, after they had taken all their precautions, the Germans ordered all Jewish men between the ages of eighteen and forty to assemble to be sent off to forced-labor camps. Our immediate reaction was to ask the French Residency for its protection. To our amazement, our delegates were thrown out.

        “Gentlemen,” was the reply of the Resident General, “I too must carry out the orders of the Germans.”

        For the first time our community had been failed when it turned to our French trustee for protection. [ . . . ]

        Like a tracked animal, I thought first of saving my own skin. I relied on what connections I had among the French and on my admiration for France. It is not easy to believe in the betrayal of a myth. [ . . . ] I put my papers in order and hid some vaguely political writings in the laundry-room; then I piously buried in Henry’s garden a number of poems that were almost finished and many more drafts. I’m not quite sure what it was I most feared, whether the bombings, the inquisitive hands of the children, or German police-raids. [ . . . ]

        The raiders carried off all men indiscriminately, the old and the young, the healthy and the sick. [ . . . ] Those who protest today are the ones who found refuge in homes in the European quarters, but could one hope to hide the whole ghetto? The little hucksters, saddlers, tailors, bakers, and cobblers had no connections. Something had to be done. The Germans agreed to stop the raids and to allow us to organize a medical service that would exempt the sick and the aged from labor camps. In exchange, the leaders had to supply a given contingent of workers. At last we thought we would be able to leave our anguished seclusion. I must admit that, at the time, we found this arrangement preferable to the day-to-day terror of random police raids. [ . . . ]

        Reports from the camps were very bad. [ . . . ] My brethren—all city-dwellers, artisans, office-workers, salesmen, and petty traders, with a skin that was too white and flabby stomach muscles—lost all appearance of being human after only a few days of camp life. They neither washed nor shaved any more, were covered with lice, and just gave up [ . . . ] The Germans [ . . . ] shot the stragglers and the sick. They multiplied their demands and became increasingly difficult to satisfy. After they had taken all the men younger than thirty-five years of age, they demanded those aged forty, and then those aged forty-five. We began to realize that if the German occupation were to last much longer we would be completely lost [ . . . ]

        In the offices I learned that the middle class had assumed these responsibilities to save themselves and their children. Rich men’s sons were everywhere in the auxiliary offices: food supplies, ambulances, transport and medical services. But they had also decided that certain categories of men were to be spared, for instance the intellectuals. [ . . . ] It was because I was a student, not because of my lungs, that I had been saved. [ . . . ] “We wanted to save the elite of the community,” explained one of our leaders without even smiling. [ . . . ]

        Most of the intellectuals were of the middle class. So the intellectual and the economic elites were confused. It seemed to the middle class only fair, since they had to pay the heavy cost of the camps, that their own sons should be exempted. But I could not forget that I was poor, nor accept this ambiguous situation.

        How was it possible to stay in the offices while all those young Jews were being beaten, humiliated, and killed in the camps? [ . . . ] I asked to be allowed to join the camp workers. [ . . . ] Painfully but definitely, I was discovering that others really existed, and moreover that I would never be content merely with my own happiness. [ . . . ] I would go to the camps to help the others live. I believe that, in the midst of the despair of those days, my move was optimistic. [ . . . ]

      
      
        The Inventory

        After I had been back for a week, I noticed that I was running a fever, low, but regular and persistent. [ . . . ]

        The worst part of being sick, I found, was this concentration on one’s self and the tyranny of the self. [ . . . ] For those who tend to be introspective, sickness is stark solitude, the worst of all possible conditions. [ . . . ]

        Before, it had been metaphysical and impersonal, scrutinizing the world passionately to understand it. Now I became the only center of my own preoccupations. Who was I? What were the results of my long struggle ever since my childhood? [ . . . ]

        The war had taught us our real place in the mind of the West. Each time we had needed the West it had ignored us. The news that now reached us from the rest of the world confirmed this selfishness of the West: the desperate appeals of the Warsaw ghetto, the silence of the West’s religious authorities, and its abandonment of most of the Jewish minorities to the Germans. As soon as the Germans left Tunis, our ghetto decided for itself that the war was over. For me, it could not be so simple. Once I had overcome my rage against Vichy, the numerus clausus, and the Fascist Legion, I began to doubt the treason of France. To accept it would indeed have been unbearable. All my ambitions, my studies, and my life were founded on this choice. [ . . . ]

        I stood before myself as before a deforming mirror; something strange had slipped into the core of my life. [ . . . ]

        When the Gaullists3 opened their first recruiting office in a tailor’s shop, I went there with Henry, who was sarcastic but always willing to follow me. A Free French lieutenant with a blue cap and red lapels awaited his clients behind a huge counter. He rose exuberantly [ . . . ]

        I carefully wrote down my name, address, age, nationality, and profession. [ . . . ] “Reasons for which you are not already in the army.” I wrote: not subject to conscription. [ . . . ]

        “Please give details” [ . . . ]

        “Foreign,” I said. “Well, not exactly; native African Jew.” [ . . . ]

        Would you mind enlisting under another name? [ . . . ]

        “We are very happy to have you; it’s just to avoid . . . you know, politics . . .” he stammered. [ . . . ]

        “You don’t want any Jews?”

        “Oh, not us. You know, we already have lots. They’re good fighters and good comrades at arms. That’s why General Giraud’s men say that the Gaullists are mostly Jews, which isn’t true and does us a great deal of harm” [ . . . ]

        “The important thing is to fight, isn’t it? I mean the pleasure of smashing the Krauts!” [ . . . ]

        He must have known that I too wanted to fight my own war, and not just any war. War is either a personal affair or a swindle. [ . . . ]

        “Look, leave your name and just add ‘Mohammed.’ There is no difficulty for Moslems.” [ . . . ]

        I could only be a victim of this war; never would I be accepted as one of the victors. [ . . . ] A member of the Chamber of Deputies demanded the mobilization of native Africans, but the Algerian Assembly refused. [ . . . ] The heads of our community then proposed, of their own accord, that the Jews be conscripted. That too was refused. Such a collective measure would evidently have meant extending the rights and advantages of servicemen to their families, and that was out of the question. [ . . . ] For the second time, the West had rejected and betrayed us. [ . . . ]

        I would never be a Westerner. I rejected the West. [ . . . ] I had rejected the East and had been rejected by the West. [ . . . ]

      
    

    
      
        3

        Strangers (1955)

      
      
        Following the success of The Pillar of Salt, Memmi’s second novel, Agar—named after Hagar, Abraham’s non-Jewish concubine, and translated as Strangers—recounts the trials and travails of a mixed marriage between a Tunisian Jewish doctor and his French Catholic wife. Winner of the Prix Fénéon, it was inspired by Memmi’s marriage to Germaine. The novel dramatizes the colonial relationship in a single couple’s lives. The unnamed narrator has recently returned home from his studies in France after several years, now married to Marie, a blond Catholic from Alsace. He has changed, causing friction with his family. Strangers spotlights the couple’s relationship, which proves unable to withstand the clashes that arise due to their deep cultural differences and the attendant social pressures. The selection stages a visceral scene in their conflict near the end of the novel.

      
      

      We lived like this for another month. Nothing much happened, just details, but they meant a living death.

      When I could, anticipating the nervous hurricane that was about to descend upon us, I used to get out of the house. Sometimes she would stare at me and say:

      “Nice and easy, isn’t it? When you’ve had enough, off you go . . . to that beastly town where I cannot get away from myself—or from you!”

      So then I used to put my things down and just stay, a prisoner too of her solitude.

      These escapes of mine moreover brought me nothing. I went down to the town in quest of a face that I could not find. I used to look hard at buildings and not recognize them, like some tourist who must put his questions to a foreign country. And tired out by these long rounds, I used to return more tense, more discouraged than when I set out. And there she was, intact, sarcastic:

      “Well, was it a nice walk?”

      She made no attempt now to hide her contempt. I didn’t answer, went to my room till the meal was ready.

      One Saturday evening we returned from a stroll with my young brother in the town. And once again we were back in our zone of silence, with its rarefied air. We went to the one bed, but we embarked on two different vessels. To forget her presence, to leave the world where she had her being, loud with storms, I took a book—two books, newspapers. When at last I took off my spectacles, the haze before my tired eyes prevented me from seeing her at all.

      But I was deceived, and I knew it, for all the precautions I had taken. How to rid myself of her presence, this load on my legs and arms? How to plunge again into reading when the print refused? There we were, stretched out, so close to one another, lying in a stillness so out of tune with the night, and rest, and our sleeping child. This confrontation of our two silences made me grind my teeth.

      She was lying on her back, eyes open, her limbs stiff, like some animal awaiting an unknown death. She was steeped in bitterness and my pity began to flow. But how was I to get out of my own isolation which walled her in?

      Silence. The tempo of our battle was preparing. Presently she said:

      “I did not mean to hurt you. I wasn’t trying to be spiteful.”

      She had spoken gently, with concern in her voice, and I felt almost disarmed, sorrowful.

      “I’m not angry with you. I can’t stand anything now. Everything bowls me over.”

      “What did I say that was so serious?”

      “I don’t know—you were ironical, critical, you went on and on.”

      “I was amused.”

      “No,” I said, hardening. “You were irritated; in the movies, you were furious with the audience, called them ill-behaved, badly brought up.”

      Her face darkened as she remembered what had annoyed her:

      “Yes, they were whistling and shouting. One couldn’t hear anything.”

      “Next you attacked the people drinking on the terrace outside the cafes. You called them guzzlers.”

      “I was just astonished to see what they were putting down.”

      “It’s their way of celebrating! And then it was the turn of the children: intolerable, you called them, capricious.”

      “I pitied their mothers, that was all.”

      “Then it was the coarseness and vulgarity of the crowd, and then—”

      “Really, it’s nothing to fuss about!”

      “Maybe. But I can’t bear it. You won’t understand. Violence isn’t the only thing that destroys; gradual wearing down can do it too. Anyone under such steady erosion would go to pieces. Did you notice how my brother reacted? First he said nothing, then he tried to criticize you; he said you were walking too slowly, stopping too long at shop windows—little things like that. The fact is, he felt he was attacked, so he tried biting back. Well, I’ve been under this shower of arrows ever since married life began! For three years now, everything that I feel, everything I am, has been riddled and turned over.”

      She listened to all this, there was more than she could answer. And talking about it somehow eased my soreness. And there, for that evening, the argument might have stopped. But I had been leaving her own suffering lying numbed, and now—she could not help it—it revived:

      “I am stifled,” she murmured, “I am hardly alive. I watch every word I say, my gestures, my thoughts. Everything that I say you criticize, see in the unfriendliest light. Often, I admit, I go too far, and this humiliates me but doesn’t help, merely grates on your nerves. But when I live as my natural self, then you find yourself hurt, and I seem an enemy to you, a sort of alien!”

      “Living as your natural self! What does that mean? Criticizing my people, calling them uncivilized, coarse and vulgar?”

      Suddenly she exploded, her face aflame:

      “But they are! There’s not a single one that I care to approach! I don’t like these people and I hate this town! I shall never get used to it, never!”

      I had a sense of release, I was almost glad of these insults. My anger could come back now, it was justified.

      “So there we are: your real thoughts at last. Well, this town that you hate is my town; I wanted to live in it; these people you don’t like are my people, I am one of them, and when you despise them you’re despising me too.”

      “That’s absurd! You don’t belong to them! You’re utterly different!”

      “That concerns me. I cannot, I will not desert them, and that’s all.”

      It was indeed all. Once again we were making out the impossible inventory. Could I tell her she must stop rejecting what she thought contemptible? Was I to tolerate all through life this contempt for my kin and their kind, for whom I felt answerable?

      Why, if we had been borne away a thousand leagues, we would still have our torments on our backs! Was she never to open her mouth again on the subject of my kin, my town, the Mediterranean, the sun, the East, the colonial races and colored peoples—all this world that made me what I was, the very sum of things that divided us?

      “And now I would like to sleep,” I declared.

      I turned over on my other side, not really for sleep, but as if I was acting a part, knowing very well that we had scarcely begun.

      Her sobs, which I was expecting, broke off. The absurd mechanism was getting to work again.

      “Oh, I hate them, I hate them! They are savages! I can’t stand their medieval customs, their primitive religion! And they dare to reject me!”

      Bitterly she wailed:

      “But you think as they think! And as you defend them you become like them! You reject me too!”

      Ah, if only I could become like them again! My sorrow is that I am no longer like anyone! I cannot even withstand the self-disgust which she lays bare in me, disgust that fills me, that I approve!

      There was no hope, no other way of making her stop, so I shouted louder still:

      “Enough! I’m sick of these horrible scenes, sick of this farce!”

      It wasn’t exactly what I wanted to say: tragedy would have been nearer the truth!

      To my amazement she did stop, then, taken aback, repeated:

      “A farce? You say it’s a farce?”

      My anger, scarcely up again, stood still; I waited to see what her astonishment would bring. Then up went her hand and whipped down with a sting on my face.

      Both of us remained quite still; we were observers of a phenomenon already passed. Probably it had actually taken place, because there we were looking at each other, she with eyes wide, I with burning cheek. We waited. It was true. That was where we had got to. For the first time in our married life we had made use of violence.

      She got out of bed and went towards the door. I didn’t move, but then suddenly I was afraid.

      “Where are you going?”

      She didn’t answer. I yelled: “Where are you going? Answer!”

      My yell caught up with her, made her hesitate: but like a somnambulist, she went on walking. I followed her. She wasn’t going anywhere; she reached the bathroom and stood in the middle of the floor.

      “Come now,” I said gently; “come to bed.”

      The sound of my own voice, the familiar phrase, made unreality shift back a little; for her too I suppose, for at last she broke out into sobs:

      “Oh, how I would like to die!”

      “Come, hush now; come along.”

      “Oh, I am so ashamed! Ashamed!”

      I was ashamed too, and not only for being slapped. What did she think of me, to dare such a thing? She sat down on the stool, an unusual position among the glittering nickel and the glaze. And for what nightmare turn, in this theatrical small-hours light, with its hard gleam on every tile?

      Ah, this was it. With a fearful break in her voice, without transition, her sobbing turned into a laugh which rang and went echoing through the house, almost empty of furniture.

      “Stop!” I implored. “Stop!”

      She hiccupped:

      “I c-can’t!”

      She gathered in her feet and legs in a complete concentration of her body, her shoulders shaking, jerking, as she was heaved by these waves of laughter.

      “Stop, or I’ll hit you! I shall beat you!”

      Her words could hardly get out of her mouth in the contortions of her face:

      “Yes—do—hit me! It will do me—good!”

      My teeth were chattering, I was near to raving. I dared not strike, lest I might lose all self-control and go on beating her, beating, then strangle her.

      “If you don’t stop, then I’ll go away—leave you by yourself! I feel I’m going mad!”

      And I would have gone away, if her laughing fit had not begun to peter out slowly, like a spring losing recoil.

      I shivered. She must be cold. I went and fetched a dressing gown and covered her shoulders. She was half dazed and did not interfere.

      “Come to bed.”

      She tried to get up.

      “I can’t; my legs won’t obey me.”

      I carried her to the bed. Then, mechanically, I went through the ritual: eased the pillow, covered her over, tucked her in. She no sooner stretched out than her breathing became even and soon I also sank into the same sleep.
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        The Colonizer and the Colonized (1957)

      
      
        Following the publication of Strangers, Memmi explored the colonial relationship writ large in Portrait du colonisé, précédé d’un Portrait du colonisateur (The Colonizer and the Colonized). Parts of the text were prepublished in the two towering intellectual journals of the Left Bank, Les Temps modernes and Esprit. The April edition of Les Temps modernes included “Portrait du colonisateur de bonne volonté” (“Portrait of the Colonizer of Good Will”), addressing what Memmi would term in The Colonizer and the Colonized as the portrait of “the colonizer who refuses.” We include here a previously untranslated article that appeared in La Nef in December 1957. It intended to defend Camus from a harsh attack by Bernard Frank in the November issue. But since Memmi applies his analysis of “the colonizer who refuses” to Camus, it effectively ended their relationship (selection number three). The May edition of Esprit included “Portrait du colonisé” (“Portrait of the Colonized”).

        Memmi drew these portraits together into a book on the dynamics of colonization, published in 1957 at the height of the French-Algerian War (1954–1962), which cemented his status as one of the premier anticolonialist intellectuals in the era of decolonization. Psychologically astute and sociologically insightful, the text became an inspiration for the oppressed, was widely translated, and endures, with a worldwide readership, as a classic in colonial and postcolonial studies. Along with The Pillar of Salt, it forms the foundation of Memmi’s work and establishes a number of points essential to understanding his views on privilege, dependence, racism, the inherent tensions in decolonization, and the structures and strictures of oppression. Memmi’s theoretical analysis is a masterwork that helped shape personal, political, and intellectual responses to colonialism in the francophone world and beyond.

        In his preface to the 1965 edition, Memmi explains the evolution of his early work, the stirring success of the book, and how his unique viewpoint contributed to its perceptiveness (selection number one). From the “Portrait of the Colonizer” in The Colonizer and the Colonized, Memmi presents a pointed analysis of how privilege works, forming the basis of racism and colonial subjugation (the second selection). From “Portrait of the Colonized” in The Colonizer and the Colonized, he assesses the stereotypes that underpin the racial justifications of colonization (selection number four). He concludes that revolt is inevitable and necessary for liberation from colonization (the fifth selection).

      
      
        Preface to the 1965 Edition

        I had written a first novel, The Pillar of Salt, a life story, which was in a sense a trial balloon to help me find the direction of my own life. [ . . . ] I then tried to find another solution, this time through the problems of a mixed marriage, but this second novel, Strangers, also led me nowhere. [ . . . ] I discovered that the couple is not an isolated entity [ . . . ] The whole world is within the couple. [ . . . ] I felt that to understand the failure of their undertaking, that of a mixed marriage in a colony, I first had to understand the colonizer and the colonized, perhaps the entire colonial relationship and situation. [ . . . ]

        I was Tunisian, therefore colonized. I discovered that few aspects of my life and my personality were untouched by this fact. [ . . . ]

        I undertook this inventory of conditions of colonized people mainly in order to understand myself and to identify my place in the society of other men. It was my readers [ . . . ] who later convinced me that this portrait was equally theirs. [ . . . ] What I was describing was the fate of a vast multitude across the world. [ . . . ] All colonized people have much in common [ . . . ] all the oppressed are alike in some ways. [ . . . ] So many different persons saw themselves in this portrait that it became impossible to pretend that it was mine alone, or only that of colonized Tunisians, or even North Africans. [ . . . ] They recognized their own emotions, their revolt, their aspirations [ . . . ] The colonial relationship which I had tried to define chained the colonizer and the colonized to an implacable dependence, molded their respective characters and dictated their conduct. [ . . . ]

        It was clear that the book would be utilized by well-defined colonized people—Algerians, Moroccans, African Negroes. But other peoples, subjugated in other ways—certain South Americans, Japanese and American Negroes—interpreted and used the book. The most recent to find a similarity to their own form of alienation have been the French Canadians. [ . . . ] Certain parts of the book of great importance to me were obscured—such as my analysis of what I call the Nero complex; [ . . . ] the failure of the European left in general and the Communist Party in particular, for having underestimated the national aspect of colonial liberation [ . . . ] Actual experience, co-ordinated and stylized, lies behind every sentence. [ . . . ]

        I have been criticized for not having constructed my portraits entirely around an economic structure, but I feel I have repeated often enough that the idea of privilege is at the heart of the colonial relationship—and that privilege is undoubtedly economic. [ . . . ] The book itself opens with a denunciation of the so-called moral or cultural mission of colonization and shows that the profit motive in it is basic. [ . . . ] However, colonial privilege is not solely economic. [ . . . ] Even the poorest colonizer thought himself to be—and actually was—superior to the colonized. [ . . . ] I wanted to show all the real complexities in the lives of the colonizer and the colonized. [ . . . ]

        I know the colonizer from the inside almost as well as I know the colonized. [ . . . ] Like all other Tunisians I was treated as a second-class citizen, deprived of political rights, refused admission to most civil service departments, etc. But I was not a Moslem. [ . . . ] The Jewish population identified as much with the colonizers as with the colonized. They were undeniably “natives,” as they were then called, as near as possible to the Moslems in poverty, language, sensibilities, customs, taste in music, odors and cooking. However, unlike the Moslems, they passionately endeavored to identify themselves with the French. To them the West was the paragon of all civilization, all culture. The Jew turned his back happily on the East. [ . . . ] The Jew found himself one small notch above the Moslem on the pyramid which is the basis of all colonial societies. [ . . . ] The Jews bore arms side by side with the French in the streets of Algiers. My own relations with my fellow Jews were not made any easier when I decided to join the colonized [ . . . ] Because of this ambivalence I knew only too well the contradictory emotions which swayed their lives. [ . . . ]

        All this explains why the portrait of the colonizer was in part my own—projected in a geometric sense. My model for the portrait of the colonizer of good will was taken in particular from a group of philosophy professors in Tunis. [ . . . ] While I was virtuously busy debunking the myths of colonization, could I complacently approve of the counter-myths fabricated by the colonized? [ . . . ]

        I understood even the hard-core colonizers (pieds noirs)1 [ . . . ] The most blindly stubborn pied noir was, in effect, my born brother. [ . . . ] He was the legitimate son of France, heir to privileges which he would defend at any price whatsoever; I was a sort of half-breed of colonization, understanding everyone because I belonged completely to no one. [ . . . ]

        I am unconditionally opposed to all forms of oppression. [ . . . ] It diverts and pollutes the best energies of man—of oppressed and oppressor alike. For if colonization destroys the colonized, it also rots the colonizer. [ . . . ]

      
      
        Does the Colonial Exist?

        A colony: a place where one earns more and spends less. You go to a colony because jobs are guaranteed, wages high, careers more rapid and business more profitable. The young graduate is offered a position, the public servant a higher rank, the businessman substantially lower taxes, the industrialist raw materials and labor at attractive prices. [ . . . ]

        Their children were born in the colony and it is there that their dead are buried. But [ . . . ] [i]n organizing their daily habits in the colonial community, they imported and imposed the way of life of their own country, where they regularly spend their vacations, from which they draw their administrative, political and cultural inspiration, and on which their eyes are constantly fixed. [ . . . ]

        He realizes that this easy profit is so great only because it is wrested from others. In short, he finds two things in one: he discovers the existence of the colonizer as he discovers his own privilege. [ . . . ]

        It is this relationship which is lucrative, which creates privilege. [ . . . ] If his living standards are high, it is because those of the colonized are low; if he can benefit from plentiful and undemanding labor and servants, it is because the colonized can be exploited at will and are not protected by the laws of the colony; if he can easily obtain administrative positions, it is because they are reserved for him and the colonized are excluded from them; the more freely he breathes, the more the colonized are choked. [ . . . ]

        It is impossible for him not to be aware of the constant illegitimacy of his status. [ . . . ] He has succeeded not merely in creating a place for himself but also in taking away that of the inhabitant [ . . . ] by upsetting the established rules and substituting his own. He thus appears doubly unjust. He is a privileged being and an illegitimately privileged one; that is, a usurper. [ . . . ] The privileges of privileged natives are less scandalous than his. [ . . . ] Certain rights will forever be refused them, and that certain advantages are reserved strictly for him. In short, he knows, in his own eyes as well as those of his victim, that he is a usurper. [ . . . ]

        Three discoveries—profit, privilege, and usurpation—[ . . . ] will transform the colonial candidate into a colonizer or colonialist [ . . . ]

        Let us distinguish among a colonial, a colonizer and the colonialist. A colonial is a European living in a colony but having no privileges, whose living conditions are not higher than those of a colonized person of equivalent economic and social status. By temperament or ethical conviction, a colonial is a benevolent European who does not have the colonizer’s attitude toward the colonized. [ . . . ] A colonial so defined does not exist, for all Europeans in the colonies are privileged. [ . . . ]

        Not all Europeans in the colonies are potentates or possess thousands of acres or run the government. [ . . . ] Social relationships are almost never balanced. [ . . . ] The small colonizer is actually, in most cases, a supporter of colonialists and an obstinate defender of colonial privileges. Why? [ . . . ]

        A defensive reaction, an expression of anxiety by a minority living in the midst of a hostile majority? [ . . . ] If the small colonizer defends the colonial system so vigorously, it is because he benefits from it to some extent. [ . . . ] To protect his very limited interests, he protects other infinitely more important ones, of which he is, incidentally, the victim. [ . . . ]

        Privilege is something relative. To different degrees every colonizer is privileged, at least comparatively so, ultimately to the detriment of the colonized. If the privileges of the masters of colonization are striking, the lesser privileges of the small colonizer, even the smallest, are very numerous. Every act of his daily life places him in a relationship with the colonized, and with each act his fundamental advantage is demonstrated. [ . . . ] If he needs assistance from the government, it will not be difficult [ . . . ] Does he need a job? [ . . . ] Jobs and positions will be reserved for him in advance; the tests will be given in his language, causing disqualifying difficulties for the colonized. [ . . . ] Given equal material circumstances, economic class or capabilities, he always receives preferred treatment [ . . . ]

        He enjoys the preference and respect of the colonized themselves [ . . . ] The colony follows the cadence of his traditional holidays, even religious holidays, and not those of the inhabitants. The weekly day of rest is that of his native country; [ . . . ] his nation’s flag which flies over the monuments, his mother tongue which permits social communication. Even his dress, his accent and his manners are eventually imitated by the colonized. [ . . . ]

        The Jewish population—eternally hesitant candidates refusing assimilation—can be viewed in a similar light. Their constant and very justifiable ambition is to escape from their colonized condition, an additional burden in an already oppressive status. [ . . . ] They endeavor to resemble the colonizer [ . . . ] Hence their efforts to forget the past [and] to change collective habits, and their enthusiastic adoption of Western language, culture and customs. But if the colonizer does not always openly discourage these candidates to develop that resemblance, he never permits them to attain it either. Thus, they live in painful and constant ambiguity. Rejected by the colonizer, they share in part the physical conditions of the colonized and have a communion of interests with him; on the other hand, they reject the values of the colonized as belonging to a decayed world from which they eventually hope to escape. [ . . . ]

        The representatives of the authorities, cadres, policemen, etc., recruited from among the colonized, form a category of the colonized which attempts to escape from its political and social condition. [ . . . ] They end up by adopting his ideology, even with regard to their own values and their own lives. [ . . . ]

        Accepting the inequities of his position, even at times profiting from this unjust system, the colonized still finds his situation more of a burden than anything else. Their contempt may be only a compensation for their misery, just as European anti-Semitism is so often a convenient outlet for misery. Such is the history of the pyramid of petty tyrants: each one, being socially oppressed by one more powerful than he, always finds a less powerful one on whom to lean, and becomes a tyrant in his turn. [ . . . ]

        The European [ . . . ] is received as a privileged person by the institutions, customs and people [ . . . ] a position which turns him into a colonizer. But it is not really at this level that the fundamental ethical problem of the colonizer exists; the problem of involvement of his freedom and thus of his responsibility. [ . . . ] Will he accept being a colonizer under the growing habit of privilege and illegitimacy, under the constant gaze of the usurped?

      
      
        Camus, or the Colonizer of Good Will (La Nef) (1957)

        There is a Camus problem, that’s undeniable. But is it really the one that your congenially feisty colleague is talking about? Is it Camus’s literary merit or demerit that is at issue here?

        Bernard Frank is not the only one, let it be said, who challenges his right to the top prize. He’s been faulted for just about everything under the sun! Why him and not someone else? (Malraux, while we’re at it.) Everyone thought of Sartre, though no one dared say so. People called Camus’s Myth of Sisyphus a minor work, and his The Stranger a novella. His style is too dry, his thought too spare, etc.

        All of that is subject to discussion, of course. A discussion that might prompt us to respond: why not him, after all? The Stranger is only a novella? So what? An admirable novella, Frank did hasten to add. As if that admirable, so offhandedly conceded, weren’t more than sufficient. As if Mauriac, or Gide (whom I admire) had never written anything but novellas. You might not care particularly for Camus’s style. But you also have the right to love it. Let me add that I can personally testify to the extraordinary authenticity of his many lyric pages on North Africa.

        Well, let’s leave that for now: aesthetic ranking does not care what you or I think. Time and the march of history will do the work. And let’s get to the point, to something Frank passed over too quickly: Algeria. Camus’s problem is essentially a problem of meaning: Camus says nothing about the Algerian crisis, does nothing to hasten its solution. Why is this?

        It would be simple to respond like any right-minded reader: what about Malraux, what has he said? What has he done about it? Let’s keep passing the buck: What about you? And you yourself, Frank? What particularly hard-hitting declarations have you made lately? Did you cover your head in ashes and bear witness on the Place de la Concorde? Why come down hard on Camus and nobody else?

        Of course, I’m the first to admit that such blame-shifting is too easy and ultimately inaccurate. After all, nob(e)lesse oblige: not everyone has won a Nobel Prize. But the situation also obliges: Camus is Algerian, and this crisis pertains to him most particularly. Camus owes it to himself and to us to speak out, louder and more clearly than anyone else.

        I admit to having only the vaguest interest in the whole Nobel matter. I do not set great store—apart from the obvious amenities—in the allotment of gold stars on the literary honor roll. And actually, resentment against Camus began well before his Nobel, which served only to reignite old grudges. Camus has long been criticized for not really being the spiritual advisor that many claim he is. He has long been accused of failing to bear witness, in his writing, to North Africans, to the problems experienced in our native lands. I myself have made mention of this, though without denouncing it. So, here we are, back to the same fundamental problem.

        
          Switching Perspective

          Well then, I would like to say that what we need is precisely a change of perspective from which we regard Camus. We might assume that, because he is an Algerian native, he should be able to talk about his country, but nothing could be further from the truth. It is precisely because he is Algerian that he has fallen silent on the matter, since everything that touches North Africa paralyzes him.

          Camus is what we call in common parlance a Français d’Algérie, a Frenchman of Algeria. This means he belongs to a minority that has found itself on the wrong side of history. And that, as I have tried to explain elsewhere [i.e., in The Colonizer and the Colonized], could only keep digging in deeper, all of them, almost to a man. There are few points regarding North Africa that Camus and I can agree on. But you have to understand that his situation is an uneasy one: it’s a little inconvenient, affectively and intellectually, when all your people are on the side that is being morally condemned.

          We might well regret that Camus was unable to truly move beyond the clan and rise to a more universal plane. But let me add that this bold act would not have marked the end of his woes, since he would have been hated even more by his own people. This is Camus’s plight, in the end: he was always sure to reap the suspicion of the colonized, the indignation of the French left, and the ire of his own.

          Which explains his silence, or his partial silence, at any rate. For there is an optical illusion at work here: Camus has indeed spoken out, more often than many. But such is the situation that he could only ever dissatisfy everyone.

          Camus embodies, quite exactly, what I have called the colonizer of good will [or “the colonizer who refuses” in The Colonizer and the Colonized]. It is an ambiguous role, but make no mistake: there is nothing comical or contemptible about it.

        
      
      
        Mythical Portrait of the Colonized

        Just as the bourgeoisie proposes an image of the proletariat, the existence of the colonizer requires that an image of the colonized be suggested. [ . . . ]

        Let us imagine, for the sake of this portrait and accusation, the often-cited trait of laziness. [ . . . ]

        Nothing could better justify the colonizer’s privileged position than his industry, and nothing could better justify the colonized’s destitution than his indolence. [ . . . ] The colonizer suggests that employing the colonized is not very profitable, thereby authorizing his unreasonable wages. [ . . . ]

        Besides having to define a point of reference, a norm, varying from one people to another, can one accuse an entire people of laziness? It can be suspected of individuals, even many of them in a single group. One can wonder if their output is mediocre, whether malnutrition, low wages, a closed future, a ridiculous conception of a role in society, does not make the colonized uninterested in his work. [ . . . ] Essentially, the independence of the accusation from any sociological or historical conditions makes it suspect. [ . . . ]

        This always brings us back to racism, which is the substantive expression, to the accuser’s benefit, of a real or imaginary trait of the accused. [ . . . ]

        Whenever the colonizer states, in his language, that the colonized is a weakling, he suggests thereby that this deficiency requires protection. From this comes the concept of a protectorate. [ . . . ] Whenever the colonizer adds, in order not to fall prey to anxiety, that the colonized is a wicked, backward person with evil, thievish, somewhat sadistic instincts, he thus justifies his police and his legitimate severity. [ . . . ] It is the same for the colonized’s lack of desires, his ineptitude for comfort, science, progress, his astonishing familiarity with poverty. [ . . . ]

        The traits ascribed to the colonized are incompatible with one another, though this does not bother his prosecutor. He is depicted as frugal, sober, without many desires and, at the same time, he consumes disgusting quantities of meat, fat, alcohol, anything; [he is viewed] as a coward who is afraid of suffering and as a brute who is not checked by any inhibitions of civilization [ . . . ] At the basis of the entire construction, one finally finds a common motive; the colonizer’s economic and basic needs, which he substitutes for logic [ . . . ]

        The mechanism of this remolding of the colonized is [ . . . ] a series of negations. The colonized is not this, is not that. He is never considered in a positive light; [. . . he is] the result of a psychological or ethical failing. [ . . . ]

        Another sign of the colonized’s depersonalization is what one might call the mark of the plural. The colonized is never characterized in an individual manner; he is entitled only to drown in an anonymous collectivity [ . . . ]

        The colonizer denies the colonized the most precious right granted to most men: liberty. [ . . . ] The colonized is not free to choose between being colonized or not being colonized.

        What is left of the colonized at the end of this stubborn effort to dehumanize him? He is surely no longer an alter ego of the colonizer. He is hardly a human being. He tends rapidly toward becoming an object. [ . . . ]

        One does not have a serious obligation toward an animal or an object. [ . . . ]

        How could the colonized help reacting to his portrait? [ . . . ] He ends up recognizing it as one would a detested nickname which has become a familiar description. The accusation disturbs him and worries him even more because he admires and fears his powerful accuser. [ . . . ]

        The ideology of a governing class is adopted in large measure by the governed classes. [ . . . ] This explains, inter alia, the relative stability of societies; oppression is tolerated willy-nilly by the oppressed themselves. [ . . . ] The colonized gives his troubled and partial, but undeniable, assent.

        There is only a particle of truth in the fashionable notions of “dependency complex,” “colonizability,” etc. [ . . . ] It arises after and not before colonial occupation. [ . . . ] It is not enough for the colonized to be a slave, he must also accept this role. The bond between colonizer and colonized is thus destructive and creative. It destroys and re-creates the two partners of colonization into colonizer and colonized. One is disfigured into an oppressor, a partial, unpatriotic and treacherous being, worrying only about his privileges and their defense; the other, into an oppressed creature, whose development is broken and who compromises by his defeat.

      
      
        Conclusion

        I did not conceive of this book as a work of protest or even as a search for solutions. It was born out of reflection on an accepted failure. For many of us who rejected the face of Europe in the colony, there was no question of rejecting Europe in its entirety. [ . . . ] My plan was only to reproduce, completely and authentically, the portraits of the two protagonists of the colonial drama and the relationship which binds them. [ . . . ]

        No one had ever shown the pattern and genesis of each role, the genesis of one through the other and the pattern of the colonial relationship, the genesis of the colonial relationship out of the colonial situation. [ . . . ]

        Contemporary colonization carried an inherent contradiction which, sooner or later, would cause it to die. [ . . . ]

        When one thinks of the desperate efforts of Europe to save colonization, so costly for her as well as for the colonized, this truth becomes obvious. [ . . . ]

        The colonizer is a disease of the European, from which he must be completely cured and protected. [ . . . ]

        Colonization can only disfigure the colonizer. [ . . . ]

        The leftist colonizer’s role cannot long be sustained; it is unlivable. He cannot help suffering from guilt and anguish and also, eventually, bad faith. [ . . . ]

        For the colonized just as for the colonizer, there is no way out other than a complete end to colonization. The refusal of the colonized can not be anything but absolute, that is, not only revolt, but a revolution.

        Revolt. The mere existence of the colonizer creates oppression, and only the complete liquidation of colonization permits the colonized to be freed. [ . . . ]

        Revolution. We have seen that colonization materially kills the colonized. It must be added that it kills him spiritually. Colonization distorts relationships, destroys or petrifies institutions, and corrupts men, both colonizers and colonized. To live, the colonized needs to do away with colonization. To become a man, he must do away with the colonized being that he has become. If the European must annihilate the colonizer within himself, the colonized must rise above his colonized being.

        The liquidation of colonization is nothing but a prelude to complete liberation, to self-recovery. [ . . . ] [The colonized person] must cease defining himself through the categories of colonizers. [ . . . ]

        Having reconquered all his dimensions, the former colonized will have become a man like any other. There will be the ups and downs of all men to be sure, but at least he will be a whole and free man.
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        Portrait of a Jew (1962)

      
      
        In the 1960s, Memmi’s writing shifted its center of gravity to perhaps the central and most unshakable aspect of his identity: his Jewishness. While maintaining a strong interest in the continuing story of decolonization and the emergence of the postcolonial world, along with the broader forces of domination, Memmi, through the first fifteen years of his residence in France, wrote primarily about Jewish identity, Jewish-Arab relations, and the role of the State of Israel. In 1959, he traveled to Israel for the first time, followed by trips in 1962, 1975, and 1999.

        His publications during this period included most of the articles that would later appear in L’Homme dominé (Dominated Man, 1968). However, his most prominent works in the 1960s consisted of two long essays: Portrait d’un Juif (Portrait of a Jew, 1962) and La Libération du Juif (The Liberation of the Jew, 1966). Portrait of a Jew is dedicated to his early Zionist comrades who emigrated to Israel, along with Sartre, whose 1946 essay, Réflexions sur la question juive (Anti-Semite and Jew) was an important jumping-off point for Memmi’s analysis. We include a previously untranslated early reflection on Anti-Semite and Jew by Memmi (selection one).

        Portrait of a Jew is a self-portrait, a long and detailed conversation into the mirror, undertaken with the same phenomenological and sociological approach evoked by the titular reference to Memmi’s two portraits in The Colonizer and the Colonized. The second selection is a previously untranslated draft for an introduction to the book. Selections from Portrait of a Jew follow with their titles taken from chapter titles in the book. Memmi clearly concurs with Sartre that part of what defines the Jewish condition is that Jews inhabit a world shaped by non-Jewish hostility and contempt (selection number three); Memmi addresses Jewish difference as an ontological fact structuring the lives of Jews (selection four); as he did with other colonized people in The Colonizer and the Colonized, he depicts a catalog of myths about Jews (selection five). He describes Jewish anxiety in the face of North African, Arab, nativist, nationalist solidarity, soldered together partly through Judeophobia (selection six), and he concludes his portrait with the declaration that Jews are an oppressed people, discussing how this differs from the oppression of the working class or women (selection seven). We conclude this section with a previously untranslated document itemizing Memmi’s key conclusions from Portrait of a Jew, including his claim that liberation for Jews will depend upon the success of the State of Israel (selection eight).

      
      
        Revolution and Zionism: Some Observations on Sartre Regarding His Opinions on the Situation of Jews (1947)

        We all know Mr. Sartre’s landmark essay on the psychology of the anti-Semite.1 In a letter that he saw fit to make public, Mr. Sartre said that he had initially forwarded this present study of a portrait of Jews to his colleagues in publishing. But upon the advice of friends, some of whom were themselves Jews, he felt he needed to reverse his decision. I keenly regret his doing so, for anyone familiar with this author’s writings knows that his analyses are what’s best about his body of work. [ . . . ]

        What is the result of this all-too-short analysis? The Jew has no objective feature that an unprompted outside observer could point to as designating that person as Jewish, and the anti-Semite is someone who has an image of the Jew already in his head. To be a Jew is to wear a mere label beyond which there is nothing—an empty signifier. In all likelihood, Mr. Sartre would not disavow this conclusion, since he has written that “the characteristics (of Jews) are for me neither ethnic, psychological, nor religious.”

        And yet, something lingers outside this analysis: some people behave as if there were indeed such a thing as a Jew, as if the Jew existed, and this as if, which perhaps has reasons of its own, is also enormously important. God may very well not exist, but all it takes is for certain people to act as though he did for them is to rush to church, for this notion of God to influence their behavior, for this idea to take on meaning for them. Because others believe that the Jew exists, that there exists a real difference [ . . . ] between the Jew and others, [ . . . ] because they behave toward the Jew as if he were different, the Jew already exists to a certain extent as a different being. [ . . . ]

        In short, the Jew exists for others, deriving his existence above all from other people. [ . . . ]

        Just like God, however important he may be in some people’s meditations and attitudes, Jews do not have their own existence but exist only to the extent that others believe or feign to believe they exist.

        However, we won’t have exhausted the main themes of this short analysis unless we state that this idea of the Jew that translates into the behavior of the non-Jew ends up influencing the behavior of the Jew himself. Once subjected to this other’s gaze, the Jew behaves as if he were different from others, and by behaving differently, he is already different somehow. Let me be clear, I am not saying that [ . . . ] he is actually different as construed by others; I am not saying that he actualizes the image that others have of him. [ . . . ]

        The accused [ . . . ] may well be just a suspect but one who acts like the accused [ . . . ] even though he neither abides the accusation nor justifies it.

        Subjected to certain conditions, then, [ . . . ] tantamount to persecutions at sufficiently frequent intervals, such that [ . . . ] he cannot forget that the other has not forgotten him, the Jew also cultivates this idea of the Jew that he detests but that he takes into account nevertheless. What we have here is an infinite feedback loop of action and reaction. Thus, the Jew’s cautious or aggressive attitude triggers [ . . . ] particular attitudes or further layers of irony, which only reinforce the Jew’s supposedly characteristic behavior. One can understand those gatherings of Jews who have nothing to talk about with one another except anti-Semitism, their only common bond in the end. This is what the well-known Jewish solidarity boils down to: not a solidarity for affinities and common origins and goals but [ . . . ] defense against a shared injustice, against the other’s false assessment of them, a defense that, by virtue of its very existence, lends credence to this same assessment. Jewish behavior comes down to this: a form of protest.

        In short, Jews consider themselves Jews because others consider them Jews. [ . . . ] That brings us right back to my earlier conclusion: to be a Jew is to be considered a Jew. [ . . . ]

        It seems odd that Mr. Sartre, [ . . . ] having observed that many Jews sought to shed their identity, never appeared to wonder why they might feel that way. After all, people are not usually ashamed of a foreign nationality or a race or a language. Logically, the Jew should be no more offended at being called a Jew than would an Englishman at being called English or a Frenchman French. The point is, the Jew refuses to be what others think he is, and justifiably so.

        That said, we shall see more clearly why Mr. Sartre and I part ways when it comes to solutions. Making a distinction, which will sound familiar to anyone who reads his philosophy, he differentiates between the inauthentic Jew [ . . . ] and the authentic Jew, [ . . . ] and we understand, of course, which one he prefers. [ . . . ]

        What is an authentic Jew? “Authenticity begins, for the Jew, from the moment he says ‘I am a Jew.’ That is, once he has endorsed . . . the traits endowed upon him by others, from the outside, and which end up penetrating him to the marrow in the form of the other’s gaze.”

        So, returning to the original question, if the Jew does not want to be “the bad guy,” [salaud] he must accept being for others; he must actualize the image that anti-Semites in particular have conceived of him. But because this image is that of an odious person, for fear of being a “bad guy,” the Jew must then be an odious individual.

        It might appear that I am turning in circles here, but the Sartrean solution does bring a new element to bear. The Jew must not only [ . . . ] be considered a Jew but also consider himself a Jew. [ . . . ] What is interesting in this solution is that it aims to be dynamic: the accusation of the other is but one step, yielded to by an effort that strives to move beyond it. Unfortunately, it is dynamic in appearance only. [ . . . ]

        The effort does not move beyond this stage and dies for lack of a clear goal. Better still, the effort defines itself by this stage, and only through it does it take on true meaning. The Jew must consider himself as Jewish, [ . . . ] which means [ . . . ] he must accept to be considered as Jewish.

        But for the time being, let us accept the basic premise of Sartre’s solution: that there needs to be a Jewish will to live. There are only two solutions, then, and I agree, at least [ . . . ] in form, with Sartre: to accept oneself or to deny oneself as a Jew. But I wish to show that, unlike in Sartre’s analysis, accepting oneself as a Jew in no way amounts to accepting the classic conception of the Jew, nor does denying oneself as a Jew make one a “bad guy.” In effect, denying oneself as a Jew does not equal refusing to assert oneself, but rather, refuting a series [ . . . ] of unjust and false accusations. Accepting oneself as a Jew means precisely to refute and counteract the idea that anti-Semites conceive of Jews. In both cases, I am a long way from the initial premise of Sartre’s contention.

        Unless we wish to limit ourselves to [mere description, to] a purely interior and symbolic [and therefore illusory] affirmation, we will have to closely examine the practical ramifications, the social integration of this self-affirmation by the Jew. [ . . . ]

        It is plain to see that the first case leads to revolution and the second to Zionism.

        One point I share consistently with Sartre is this: there is no middle position. [ . . . ]

        Ignoring anti-Semitism will not make it go away. The Jew can shrug it off all he wants, but he will still be considered a Jew and treated as such; it seems beyond his control. Even so, the contempt he may be feeling might also be called cowardice. In fact, he can either be resigned or attempt to change his situation, but by resigning himself he has still at least made a choice, but the cowardly one. If he is determined not to be a coward, whatever solution he opts for in the end, he has to take his fate into his own hands and exercise his freedom, which means he has to fight back. It is not hard to see a whole Sartrean development here. But I say that both courageous decisions consist of refusing [ . . . ] the Jewish condition, the condition forged by the anti-Semite, and not of accepting the condition in order to move beyond it, as Sartre posits, but refusing it outright and immediately. On that point, Sartre’s terms are unequivocal: “Fully acknowledging this condition,” he writes. The condition must be acknowledged if it is to be overcome, he says, but it must first and foremost be acknowledged. And this is what we refute.2

        The decision of the Jew who wishes to assert himself from the Jewish perspective, that is, the perspective that differentiates him from other people, would lead him inevitably to Zionism, or at least to some reconstitution of a Jewish nation. (It is likely that historical circumstances and certain actors most definitely wished this nation to be revived in Palestine.) This is why [ . . . ] I define Zionism as Jewish national reconstruction, while [nevertheless] reserving the debate over the possibility of its establishment in another land. Here again, if the Jew accepts Judaism, he must ask himself beforehand what Judaism involves; then, having learned this, he must live it, which means living up to his commitments. But Judaism culminates in Zionism. Anyone involved in reviving Jewish tradition and treating it like something other than a set of symbols has arrived at the same conclusion. The only opponents to this obvious fact are [ . . . ] a few Jewish and non-Jewish clerics who stubbornly uphold only the religious and ritual aspects of [ . . . ] [this] tradition. But even a cursory examination of most Jewish religious holidays will prove they involve a national significance. What is Hanukkah if not the commemoration of famous independence struggles carried out by the Maccabees? Passover is most certainly not only the celebration of divine intervention against the Egyptians but also an episode of the history of the tiny Hebrew nation. Purim, again, is all about national rescue, and the ghettos of the East were not mistaken when they linked the memory of Haman, the king’s treacherous advisor, to that of Hitler, only the most recent of national enemies. Perhaps the deep connection between religious and national matters springs from the primitiveness of this tradition, preserved in amber when the nation scattered. But Judaism is what it is, in the end, and believers cannot deny the national aspect [ . . . ] without distorting it. Those seeking to recover a more spiritual Judaism find themselves in the same situation, almost in spite of themselves; otherwise, why would they glorify the resistance fighters in the Warsaw ghetto, whose bravest [ . . . ] were members of an organization for which religion was meaningless?

        One might conclude, perhaps, that all of this involves issues of a far too practical nature. But these issues will be raised eventually, by necessity, as soon as the basic premises have been laid down. And the fact of the matter is that these issues have already been raised and resolved by the Zionists. Since one can’t assert oneself halfway, and Sartre would hardly be one to contest this, the Jew who wishes to assert himself becomes a Zionist. Now that we have reached this point in my argument, perhaps Mr. Sartre [ . . . ] would not refute my conclusions about Zionism, but I have strayed far from the Sartrean solution, if indeed it is one, and am moving even further afield. For the Zionist is someone who has indeed denied this “gaze of the other” as absurd and unjust. The Zionist wants to prove that the Jew is as capable as anyone else of building cities, digging wells, and earning his living by the sweat of his brow. And this is precisely what certain Jews, who reason more like anti-Semites in reverse, hold against Zionists: they overlook any real difference between Jews and non-Jews, they deny that purported sacred character of the purportedly chosen people. They don’t strive to cultivate particular characteristics; they just want to do away with the stupidity and injustice of others. It is true that they sometimes speak of forging a New Man, but what they really mean is ridding the Jew of the other’s overwhelming gaze that has them constantly jumping through hoops. They mean to found generations unburdened by any complex of fear, shame, or indecisiveness but never to accept the other’s gaze as in any way valid.

        But now I’m moving even further away: Mr. Sartre’s solution consists of claiming “an absolute equality with non-Jews.” And yet, it is exactly the Zionists, if they are being consistent, who no longer claim that equality. For the destiny of the Zionist, which he has chosen for himself, is to set out for Palestine, leaving non-Jews behind. Once again, it is impossible [ . . . ], while remaining at the purely moral level, not to envision the practical implication of the Zionist decision, for then, this decision would be drained of its very theoretical meaning. The Zionist is someone who has recovered his language, different from that of the country where he lives, of his particular culture and nationality. [ . . . ] He feels like a stranger and decides to become a foreigner in the country where he lives. One may well declare that the cutting up of the universe into nations is absurd [ . . . ] that people are citizens of the world, and so on. But this remains to be achieved, which brings us to our second solution: revolution, which I will examine further on. [ . . . ]

        I am not saying that any Jews who declare themselves Zionists should be stripped of their citizenship. Before setting foot in Palestine, they have neither the rights nor the duties of that country’s citizens. Conversely, they have not truly abandoned the culture and interests of their provisional homeland, and their behavior [ . . . ] whenever that homeland is threatened provides conclusive proof of their loyalty. [ . . . ]

        Their actualization as Jews is a pledge. But they must strive to achieve this pledge, to leave behind their culture and their country. As a consequence, they can no longer claim equality with their fellow citizens as Jews, since being a Jew means no longer being a fellow citizen of that country. They can and should claim it as men and women, but only as such.

        Failing to see that the Jew who asserts himself as a Jew asserts himself as a Zionist means seeing only part of the truth; failing to see that the Zionist is destined to leave his homeland behind amounts to missing the point entirely.

        Failing to say that the Jew who asserts himself as a Jew asserts himself as a Zionist means [ . . . ] stopping short of the whole truth, and failing to say that the Zionist is destined to leave amounts to a refusal to clarify that word.

        Finally, either the Jew parts ways with the non-Jews, in which case his claim of equal rights [ . . . ] makes no more sense, [ . . . ] or the Jew remains among the non-Jews, where he can make no claims as a Jew.

        But if we set Zionism aside, [ . . . ] the struggle for equal rights prevails, as a basic human need that will always prevail, in fact, even as the Zionist project has yet to be achieved. This struggle, necessary for all mankind, [ . . . ] even more so for Jews, is the revolutionary struggle. Here again, the practical implications are not easily deduced from Sartre’s arguments: once he has understood that he was Jewish only for others, the Jewish revolutionary denies himself as a Jew, refuses to exist exclusively for others. Whatever path he takes, the Jew must have the courage to go the distance, to refuse to abet prejudice. He must flatly refuse to go to synagogue to be blessed on Yom Kippur just to “make the old folks happy.” He must marry a Gentile if [ . . . ] she appeals to him and not exclude her automatically from consideration “to avoid making trouble.” I have known a number of young Jewish Communists who marry religiously, so as not to “needlessly disrupt communities.”

        For that matter, the same courage should be demanded of all young people everywhere. This is not a specifically Jewish problem. Young Catholics should be equally bold, as should all people in all circumstances. [ . . . ] Jews should refuse Judaism.

        That statement, taken in isolation, would certainly ignite protest from both Jews and non-Jews and seems to deserve the accusation of cowardice (or inauthenticity, as Sartre would put it), and particularly, of ineffectiveness. Such protest would be justified, if we were content to advise indifference toward Judaism and contempt for the anti-Semite, since contempt will in no way disarm the anti-Semite, and assimilation had already been tried, and failed. But if assimilation is impossible in the current state of affairs, it could be the eventual outcome of a hard-fought struggle. The issue here is not a passive assimilation, a kind of mimicry [ . . . ] immediately detectable by the anti-Semite, but an active, aggressive assimilation. It won’t be enough to passively abandon Judaism, but rather to actively refuse it.

        It will no longer be enough to transform the Jew, which is often not necessary, but the social conditions in which Jews live must be changed—the society that gives rise to and tolerates anti-Semitism. Thus understood, assimilation clearly does not equal inauthenticity, but rather revolutionary aspiration.

        Once again, I find myself at a distance from Mr. Sartre, for it would seem that the revolutionary solution, if it wishes to be purged of all implicit Zionism, [ . . . ] means that the Jew is struggling not for a society that acknowledges his rights as a Jew but for a society that refuses anti-Semitism, one that cannot allow it to come about in the first place. (Here again, we see that this struggle cannot remain at the level of the individual.) For that matter, how could it be otherwise; how could this struggle make any other kind of sense, since most of the time, the Jew already enjoys these rights? [ . . . ] In France, for example, a lawmaker can claim that he doesn’t know what anti-Semitism is. If the Jew’s struggle were to consist solely of demanding rights equal to those of other citizens, since the French Jew already benefits from these rights, there is no need for struggle. Otherwise, his “struggle” would be purely defensive, which is precisely the purpose of various leagues against anti-Semitism and racism.

        But it appears that these legal rights have not done away with anti-Semitism, and [ . . . ] the defense work carried out by antidiscrimination leagues has been only marginally effective. That is exactly why a positive struggle is urgently needed, [ . . . ] to wipe out anti-Semites and anti-Semitism through change in social conditions, through revolution.

        The reversal of positions is crucial, and two-pronged: it is no longer an issue of Jews defending themselves, but of attacking, and not as Jews but as human individuals. Here is where the comparison between the condition of Jews and that of workers begins to break down, since the latter must accept their condition and struggle for emancipation as workers. This comparison [ . . . ] is perhaps the central intuition out of which emerge Mr. Sartre’s premises concerning the Jewish question. There are positive connotations to being a worker, which signify not only being considered as a worker but also being one economically. When a laborer tries to pass as middle class and when someone in the middle class tries to pass as an upper-class person, there is a discrepancy with the economic situation: the middle-class person who dresses as if he were wealthy will not have enough to eat. Conversely, if a laborer gets rich, his son is no longer a member of the working class, nor is he, perhaps. But even if a Jew changes his economic status, nothing changes: he is still a Jew. But a Jew who moves away and lives incognito could escape anti-Semitism. His troubles begin only if others learn of his origins. In other words, Jews are Jews for others only, and that being the case, why should they acknowledge this situation as somehow valid?

        Since the Jewish condition [ . . . ] means nothing but being for the other, Jews cannot claim this condition for its own sake. What Jews must demand is that others cease to consider them as such, so that Jews can cease being for others, so that they can disappear.

        

        To sum up, the solution to the “Jew as fact” is for that fact to disappear, that is, for the Jew to be liberated by disappearing as such. With him will disappear the anti-Semite; ultimately, that is, through a transformation of social conditions. [ . . . ]

        The problem can also be approached from the purely psychological and individual standpoint, and psychoanalysis will certainly have a voice here. It is possible to save a few anti-Semites and a few Jews, and no one has peered more profoundly than has Mr. Sartre into the psychological makeup of the anti-Semite. I am a great admirer of his work on this subject. But at the risk of draining all meaning from the theoretical data, it is indispensable here to see the practical ramifications, meaning how everything gets integrated at the social level. [ . . . ]

        It does not take long to understand that the social struggle of the Jew can assume only two forms, Zionism or revolution. In both cases, it turns out, there is a refusal of the commonly accepted image of the Jew, which means a decision to disappear as Jew, if the Jew is understood as such. Again, in both cases, authenticity is not the one pinpointed by Mr. Sartre. In Zionism, a contention that, believe me, would make more sense in the ramifications of Sartre’s arguments, it is not about acknowledging a situation, even to overcome it later on, but rather about constructing an entirely new situation. [ . . . ] For the revolutionary [ . . . ] refusing that society, it’s about constructing one where the very conditions of differentiation among people will be made to disappear.

      
      
        Why I Wrote Portrait of a Jew

        For three reasons:

        
          	—a self-portrait of a J[ew]

          	—the J[ewish] condition

          	—dialectics of oppression

        

        This book is of particular importance for me, and I hope that the readers who have honored me by their steady devotion to my work will pay this one special attention, for it summarizes, completes, and concludes everything I have written thus far. Everything I have to say on this crucial aspect of my existence is addressed one last time and taken further, toward a more general significance. I try to move in at least three directions:

        
          One

          I am now getting at that other aspect of myself: I am also a J[ew]. An essential aspect, in that it seems obvious to me that I cannot evade it, whether I opt for lucidity and fearlessness or diversion and avoidance. [ . . . ]

          Having decided to know who I am, to understand myself and the way I am seen by others, whether living every day or looking further down the road, it is impossible not to take this facet seriously into account. [ . . . ] I might prefer to live removed from who I am, to forget myself, but other people do not forget and continuously, insistently set about calling me back to myself. At any rate, the basic facts remain unchanged, in the end, and I must come to some arrangement, to grapple with the condition I was born into. I refuse, and I will say why, to spend my whole life rehashing my condition as J[ew], but since the issue cannot be circumvented, it seemed wise for me to give it a thorough treatment, at least this once.

          The reason I preferred to restrict myself to my own case, to speak systematically in the first person singular, has nothing to do with excessive modesty or shamelessness. Rather, I hope to avoid useless quarrels, where resistance caused by bad conscience or bad faith distorts objectivity. By speaking on no one’s behalf but my own, I can ensure that my remarks will be sincere and accurate. I shall let readers judge whether I’ve gone beyond mere self-portrait. If they [ . . . ] decide to read it as a confession, I don’t mind; what I put forth is sufficient unto itself. Let’s say, then, that all I am doing is, once again, taking stock of my personal life.

        
        
          Two

          With that said, here is my second ambition. There is hardly a writer who does not strive through his narrative to move from the idiomatic singular to a broader statement on the human condition. I do [ . . . ] believe, in truth, [ . . . ] that my trajectory overlaps with so many others that this portrait comes to resemble a great number of J[ews]. Depending on the case, small adjustments need to be made, accentuating one feature shading off another. But those are only variants, few in number, of a basically common condition [ . . . ] and this [ . . . ] dynamic portrait makes it possible to anticipate and avoid them. In short, I believe we can speak of a Jewish condition, and beyond this portrait I confess to having attempted to pin it down. [ . . . ]

        
        
          Three

          After all these caveats, it is with ever more caution that I posit my third purpose in writing this book. This self-portrait, however important it may be for me, is but one fragment of a far larger picture.

          It was Gide, I believe, who regretted being unable to deliver his entire body of work all at once. One would have to be God [ . . . ] or have the forbearance to wait until everything was complete. I did not have such patience, I admit, and have exhibited my grand mural piece by piece, unfolding in four main parts: the condition [ . . . ] of the colonized, which I detailed in my book The Colonizer and the Colonized; the Jewish condition, with my Portrait of a Jew, the present work; the proletarian condition [ . . . ], the title of which has not been finalized; and the feminine condition, which I will most likely not submit for publication, since Simone de Beauvoir has already so masterfully covered the subject. [ . . . ] Taken together, they will be entitled Impossible Situations, and we’ll see why later on.

          Why this choice of issues, and what makes them cohere? I would answer that these four panels represent, in my view, the four major figures of oppression today. There are others, less clear-cut but typical nonetheless, and I shall be mentioning them in passing, but these four portraits depict what is essentially oppression as experienced at present. One can see that this is not a philosophy of oppression; that has already been tackled by those more qualified than myself. Furthermore, I felt it was not enough to posit a dialectic of oppression in abstract terms; it was time to embody it, to show how oppression is really experienced by people who are suffering, be they resigned or outraged. This resulted [ . . . ] in a fragmentation into dozens of particular forms of oppression: [ . . . ] colonial oppression was not strictly identical, in concrete terms, to the oppression of Jews; nor did the oppression of women coincide with that of the proletariat, which meant that for each of these particular cases, the general notion of oppression had little interest. Or more precisely, it was only after a thorough inventory of concrete, comparative instances that the general definition could make sense.

          Thus, on the one hand, in order for us to fully understand all the figures in the tableau, each one must be viewed with respect to the others’ perspective, and as one character in a larger picture where all figures are in a dynamic relationship with the others. Along the way, [ . . . ] I shall attempt to elucidate one with the other, to note wherever possible the kinship among these various figures of oppression, to highlight the general mechanisms at work via a series of modes of oppression as experienced in real life. In my effort to build a concerted and organizing body of work, I dare hope that the ideal reader will have in mind everything else I have written as he or she reads this one. [ . . . ]

          On the other hand, let the rest of readers be reassured: each portrait is self-contained, [ . . . ] in such a way as to showcase the particular viewpoint of a moment circumscribed in space and time, [ . . . ] as when the camera zooms in on a small area of a larger painting. [ . . . ] Each portrait, and this one in particular, strives to fully express what it would take to understand it. Still, in order not to weigh the text down, convergences [ . . . ] with the other portraits, references, notes on methodology, and anything else that goes into the development of the portrait from the outside have been relegated to footnotes that, taken together, constitute a kind of commentary, an expansion that readers are welcome to ignore at no cost to the overall clarity of the portraiture’s trajectory.

          You will see that this book is in fact a series of books, one inside the next, like Russian dolls. I rather enjoy this way of placing one work inside another, then a third in the second, etc. This is not a contrivance; on the contrary, I believe that this is an expression of how reality works, digging ever deeper, uncovering as one goes. By starting from my condition as Jew, then my condition as a colonized subject, I rediscovered the meaning of other conditions of oppression, one of the most enduring aspects, unfortunately, of the human condition in general.

          And now, enough with promises, the time has come to keep them; let us begin. [ . . . ]

        
      
      
        The Problem

        When I announced my intention of writing this book, I was greeted by a storm of protests from both my Jewish and my non-Jewish friends. “You are going to stir up monsters that are only asking to be roused,” they told me. “The best thing for this subject is silence!” I am not convinced of that. [ . . . ]

        I believe firmly that anti-Semitism is profoundly widespread and real; I fear we must start with this generalization, for it is among the half-truths of the nation in which I live.

        When you tell me indignantly: “We are not xenophobes! We are not racists!” I do not doubt your good faith. [ . . . ] Do you imagine that you represent the whole or even the majority of your people? And what do you actually do but stand aloof, refrain from doing anything? Is not that, in the final analysis, the advice you are giving me: discretion, silence, forgetfulness? We had exactly the same friendly quarrel when I drew the portrait of the colonized natives. [ . . . ] There again, I have known men whose equity, benevolence and courage are beyond dispute; but has that changed the general aspect of the colonial situation? Has the recent significance in relations between colonizer and colonized been transformed? Has the current picture of the European colonial taken on a different coloring, a different form? [ . . . ] Many non-Jews, you tell me, have no anti-Semitic sentiments, have never contributed to the Jewish misfortune. Better still, entire groups, companies, various social units, are apparently unaware of any hostility toward the Jew; it does not enter into their plans. All that, however, scarcely helps me if society in general remains hostile to me, if I continue to live in a structurally hostile universe. Some men, it is true, make a sincere effort not to treat women as inferior beings, to talk to them as they would to men, and are fully as indignant over woman’s position in the world as she is herself. But for all that, does not woman still occupy an inferior position, is she not still oppressed? I do not believe, in short, that the generosity of a few men, feigned or real, spontaneous or calculated, can change the essential substance of my situation.

        The truth is that anti-Semitism, like all oppressive relationships, goes beyond will power and good will [ . . . ]

        That fact is almost a part of our institutions, our collective customs and our culture, like certain huge, ugly old monuments, which no one thinks of destroying, so much do their age and their bulk seem to defy the powers of the wreckers [ . . . ] The Jewish misfortune [ . . . ] is first and foremost a collective and world-wide phenomenon. And not only a collective phenomenon to non-Jews but (I shall return to this later) a fundamental relationship between the Jewish group and the non-Jewish group; in other words it affects and colors all relations between Jews as a whole and non-Jews as a whole everywhere. [ . . . ]

        Of course I can have loyal non-Jewish comrades, affectionate friends, even a non-Jewish wife. Nevertheless, non-Jews as a whole constitute that universe of hostility and exclusion. This I feel strongly. I believe that all non-Jews are part of a society that renders the life of the Jew unlivable as a Jew. [ . . . ] Why, for instance, do they become irritated when they are reminded of the horrors suffered by Jews and other oppressed races? [ . . . ] After the war, once past the first stunned surprise and the first demonstrations, people turned a deaf ear all too quickly to those stories of massacres, deportations and plunderings as they would to an obscenity. [ . . . ]

        Just as all men, each and every one of us, are responsible for that social order that makes women servants or dolls, that permits great numbers of women to be turned into prostitutes, so every non-Jew, directly or indirectly, shares the responsibility for the Jewish misfortune; every non-Jew, willingly or unwillingly, shares the responsibility for oppressing the Jew. [ . . . ]

        I do not consider the rabid anti-Semite an unusual being, a pervert, a kind of absolute evil, an immoral monster on whose shoulders one can calmly unload the sins of racism and xenophobia of an entire society. I think, on the contrary, that the anti-Semite is the natural product, the fruit of that society and can only be explained through it. Psychologists maintain that the anti-Semite has a special personality, narrow, rigid, sclerosed, phobic. [ . . . ] But why does a narrow and rigid personality find revenge and compensation in hating the Jew? Is it not because society so conveniently, so generously, suggests it to him? [ . . . ] There is no rupture, no real break between the anti-Semite and his people, but a gradation, an exasperation, a systematization. [ . . . ] The anti-Semite, in short, is always the anti-Semite of a given society: he is only repeating statements, whispered or barely expressed, but he speaks them aloud in a snarling, sadistic tone, more or less badgering, more or less trenchant. [ . . . ] There is nothing original about anti-Semitism. Its curses, its accusations, its aggressions merely express the surprise, the rage and the will to murder of all non-Jewish society. Anti-Semitism openly borrows the language, the images and the obsessive themes from the society in which it lives. [ . . . ]

        

        When I hear the ritualistic phrase “I am not a racist but . . .” I know that the racism-trolley has started, that the questioning has begun, that sooner or later, my life is in danger.

        Let no one tell me: now there you are expressing a personal opinion, one that derives from your own experience; that great collective outcry you persist in describing exists, perhaps, in those distant, and frankly rather backward, countries, where you were born, in those oriental ghettos, so poor and so terribly vulnerable, where Jews had no choice but to submit en masse to the hostility of other groups. I thought so myself until my first trip to Europe. It is not the same thing, of course, to have lived in a North African mellah, in an East European ghetto or in a large, anonymous city.3 It is one thing to have had socially outcast parents whose Judaism was intensified and increased by poverty and humiliation, and quite another to have had parents whose money and culture compensate for many worries. And finally it is not the same thing when one has been aware of being a Jew from birth or when one “discovers” it from the whispered words of strangers and even of one’s own people. But I have always found the same question that non-Jews ask the Jew; or, what amounts to the same thing, the same question which the existence of the Jew poses to non-Jews. “Since the day of the promise,” notes J. Nantet, a particularly belevolent Christian in Les Juifs et Les Nations [sic], “Israel has never ceased to be a problem to other peoples. It lives among them like a stranger.” [ . . . ]

        I say, in short, that I am a problem, that in our societies the Jew is of necessity considered a problematical being; he is driven to become a problematical being. A problem to other men, why would I not be a problem to myself?

      
      
        The Difference

        [ . . . ] I must now try to answer the question: Am I or am I not different? Does the difference exist? [ . . . ] This problem has been too persistent an irritation; I cannot be satisfied to shrug it off, to evade it. [ . . . ]

        It will not be easy. It is remarkable that on this problem of the difference between Jew and non-Jew, everyone, except the avowed anti-Semite, stumbles. It would be a simple matter if I could answer yes or no. Preferably no: the anti-Semite would be wrong and that would be that. In fact, as I have said, I am troubled and doubly so. I am well aware that I cannot be so trenchantly dogmatic. Moreover, those differences, real or supposed, are regarded by everyone as a taint, an evil, and often a defect. In short, everyone admits that difference works to the advantage of the accuser, that it furnishes him with an important argument.

        The anti-Semite knows this so well that he makes it his chief weapon of attack. In defining the Jew as different from his fellow-citizens, he at the same time exposes him to their mistrust and vindictiveness. He hopes to stir them up against him and thus obtain a quick and unfounded condemnation. It is true that in so doing he echoes the too-frequently blind wisdom of nations, which feel an unquestionable suspicion of difference that is deeper and more tenacious than any impulse towards universal brotherhood. [ . . . ] Children, as we know, show a spontaneous aggressiveness when confronted with a strange piece of clothing, an unusual haircut. [ . . . ]

        Difference is, in a certain way, turmoil and negation of the established order. When you see how strange the other man is, you almost wonder about yourself. To reassure yourself, to be confirmed in your opinion, you would have to reject and deny the other; it is either he or I. If I am right, he must be wrong; if my way is good, his must be bad. [ . . . ]

        I would begin the argument by unveiling and challenging the implicit principle that governs the whole discussion: is difference bad in itself and to be condemned? [ . . . ] For if the Jew’s enemy accuses him of being different, the Jew’s friend would spare him that misfortune; both agree on this point: it is intolerable to be different. Now, in what name do they condemn difference? [ . . . ]

        Do I consider myself different? Yes, I do and I admit it calmly: on a great many points the Jew is different from the non-Jew. Having exorcised the difference, I see no reason why I should try to attenuate it as I have forced myself to do for so long. On the contrary, I am now convinced that this hesitation, these anxious reticences in the face of such blatant evidence, are one of the typical signs of Jewish oppression. The first reaction of the oppressed is always to deny difference. He insists that he does not see what separates him from his oppressor. That is the best way he can find to draw closer to his oppressor, to lighten his oppression. To that end he is ready for any sacrifice, even [ . . . ] repudiating himself for the benefit of his oppressor, whose person and values are held up to him as superior and steadfast, a height to which the oppressed aspires. To me there is nothing more intolerable, more humiliating than the memory of certain Jewish appeals to non-Jews: “We are all alike, aren’t we?” On the lips of the oppressed that statement of equality and brotherhood always has the same note, humble, unconvinced and desperate. When I hear a Jew deny any difference, I cannot help suspecting him either of lying or of fooling himself. [ . . . ] From now on, we must get it into our heads and state positively that to be different is neither good nor bad in itself. True justice, true tolerance, universal brotherhood do not demand negation of differences between men but a recognition and perhaps an appreciation of them. [ . . . ] “In the nineteenth century,” Nahum Goldmann, a Jewish leader, recently said, “we had to fight for the right to be equal; in the twentieth century we have to fight for the right to be different.”4 [ . . . ]

        I shall merely add that we are already different, and we always have been, even when we were clamoring for equality. [ . . . ] Now, however, I am convinced that difference is the condition requisite to all dignity and to all liberation. To be aware of oneself is to be aware of oneself as different. To be is to be different. [ . . . ]

        Difference is far more than a word: this word [ . . . ] would already have the appearance, the concreteness and the power of a social fact. [ . . . ] The Jew encounters [differences] from childhood, throughout his whole adolescence, his whole life, as an integral characteristic of the society in which he lives. The non-Jew meets them in his education, in the family, in school, in church, in his culture, and in his traditions. [ . . . ] What effect do you think this has on his physiognomy, his behavior, his very existence? [ . . . ] The Jew is one of the most perfect examples of a defendant in our day. He thinks and acts like a defendant: he is convinced that he is accused and conducts his life accordingly. Looked upon as different, treated as different, he considers himself different. That is one of the most pertinent comments of what might be called a philosophy of points of view: a sustained point of view ends by becoming his very flesh. [ . . . ]

        Here I leave the philosophies of points of view; they have taken us only halfway. Whatever the corrosive acuity of that point of view, the Jew is not merely the product of other men’s views. He is not only the man who is looked upon as a Jew. If he were only that, he would be nothing more than pure negativity, anxieties and confusions, wounds and scars. Though he is unquestionably malaise and misfortune, he is also much more than that. His negativity is much richer, unfortunately, than a set of responses to the views of other men. [ . . . ] In many ways his life is always limited, restrained, curtailed. Like the colonized native, the proletarian, and most certainly in his own guise, he is a concrete negativity. [ . . . ] But he is not only that: he is also history and traditions, institutions and customs. He is brimming over with positive traits, he is also broad and rich positivity. In short, the Jew is far above the poor, shabby, cantankerous fellow the anti-Semite pictures. If only the anti-Semite knew what Jewishness really means and hides. [ . . . ]

        The Jewish fate goes far beyond the relation of Jew to non-Jew, even though they are closely connected. The Jewish fate is the views of other men and the incarnation of those views; it is accusation and response to the accusation; it is the determination of the Jew and the determination of the non-Jew, that is to say, their behavior, their collective habits and their institutions. It is at once viewpoints and concrete situations; in a word, there is a Jewish fate.

      
      
        The Myth

        I therefore found myself before a mythical portrait of myself: like the mythical portrait of the colonized native which I have described and a mythical portrait of the poor which I hope to discover. [ . . . ]

        For many Christians, the Jew is supposed to have, above all, a marked theological aspect: it would be a mystical destiny, condemnable and most certainly condemned for various grave crimes, the most shocking of which would be the murder of Jesus Christ. [ . . . ] In this theological description of myself, I recognize the same familiar and fundamental accusation; my existence in the world of other men is a calamity, or, in theological terms, an irremediable curse for me and for others.

        The same reasoning holds good for the cultural accusation. An amazingly evil person, I would contaminate and warp the minds of other men as my people have always contaminated the growing minds of men. [ . . . ] The same reasoning applies to my supposed political role: the Jew is supposed to have had an extraordinarily heavy, occult and of course injurious influence on the social and historical destiny of others. Thus, the Jews would not be without responsibility for the outbreak of World War II. Every man, in short, expresses in his own language, through his own ideology, his particular concept of the Jew; theologians use theological terms, writers a cultural description, and politicians political characterizations. But it is always the same idea and the same outcry: the Jew is pictured as an absolutely formidable being, possessing an extraordinarily maleficent power.

        In every case, it seems the accusation [ . . . ] is magnified and finally becomes a veritable myth. In other words, it retains just enough distant connection with the initial reality to live its own life. [ . . . ] The anti-Semite’s slightest description teems with incoherence and contradictions. [ . . . ]

        Everything about the Jew, in short, is said to be bad, even what at first sight may seem to be a virtue. Is it said that the Jew is intelligent? Can we consider that a virtue? No indeed, he is too intelligent, his sagacity is destructive, corrosive. [ . . . ] I have shown that, although the colonizer unwillingly admitted the qualities of the colonized native, he nevertheless interpreted them as defects: generosity as prodigality, gaiety as vulgarity. The differences that separate the Jew from other men are not condemned solely because they are differences, as we have seen, but on the pretext that they are harmful. The Jew is not only economically different, he is said to be economically dangerous. [ . . . ]

        At the worst the Jew is depicted as absolute evil, the devil of the Middle Ages, which means, to be specific, that his accuser demands the death penalty for him. [ . . . ] Why is the Jew accused of murder? I shall answer bluntly: to give his accusers an excuse to kill him. The Jew killed Christ, he profanes the host, that is to say he continues to kill Christ throughout the ages.5 The accusation is not confined to symbols, the Jew kills concretely: every year at Easter a Christian child disappears.6 This theme of the Jew as a murderer goes back far beyond Christianity. The historian Jules Isaac found it among the ancients: a Greek was periodically carried off, fattened and sacrificed. Moreover that theme is still present in a new guise. The Nazi accusations are only a secularization of this theological method of radical condemnation. Modern racism is merely employing a language more adapted to the present day. “The Jews plot to conquer the world and suppress all peoples,” explains an Arab tract distributed in Bonn in 1959 by delegates of the Arab league. [ . . . ] The Jew commits the most atrocious crimes, therefore one need have no scruples about killing him. [ . . . ]

        The function of the mythical portrait of the Jew is obviously to justify oppression; and therefore, to a certain extent, to help maintain it. [ . . . ]

        Oppression creates the myth and the myth keeps oppression alive. [ . . . ] If the non-Jew is not guilty, then the Jew must be. If the vagrant and the prostitute are not guilty, then we are; therefore the vagrant and the prostitute are responsible for their own misfortune and for the disorder they introduce into society. Guilt must be changed into its opposite, the guilt of the oppressor must become the guilt of the oppressed. [ . . . ]

        By a simple antithesis, the Jew is at the same time accused of not understanding others, their art, their culture, or their sensitivity; and of not being comprehensible to others. The Jew, in short, is not of their world: degradation ends in de-humanization. The myth is complete: it has reached its goal.

        How can one fail to reject and condemn such a creature? Physically hideous and corrupt, morally despicable, economically harmful, politically dangerous, spiritually evil, theologically damned [ . . . ]

      
      
        The Shadowy Figure

        In North Africa [ . . . ] one of the first acts of the new governments was to tighten the bonds of solidarity with other Arab nations, an understandable and legitimate move. Now one of the foundations of that solidarity today happens to be a pronounced anti-Judaism. In vain we pointed out to our co-religionists that anti-Judaism was still fairly half-hearted among Moroccans and especially Tunisians. [ . . . ]

        Their anxiety is no longer unfounded. Moroccan Jews can no longer write to their relatives in Israel; all postal connections are prohibited. Any truly Jewish activity, in Tunisia as in Morocco, is always in danger of arousing a suspicion of Zionism. A young Tunisian minister, who should have known better used these very harsh words one day: “We do not want the Jews to have their wallets here and their hearts elsewhere!” [ . . . ]

        Arab solidarity is a fact, as I well know; the Arab people feel it, governments utilize it. The Moslem religion is another fact; the leaders are obliged to take it into account and naturally are tempted to make use of it. The result is that Jewish citizens find themselves once more sacrificed to necessities that are always to some extent legitimate and respectable. Doesn’t this suggest at least that they are not citizens like other men, that they are less valuable than others? [ . . . ]

        

        To the inhabitants of the ghetto—and every Jew carries within him his own ghetto—for the Jewish masses, persecution seems vaguely to be a natural calamity. It seems to them to flow almost of necessity from their lives among non-Jews. They admit it without a protest in talks of misfortune, oppression and massacres. This explains the success of a book like Schwarz-Bart’s, The Last of the Just.7 And that popular belief is, I am convinced, fundamentally correct and historically justified: persecution is the paroxysm of social and historical discomfort; now malaise is consubstantial with the Jewish fate. [ . . . ]

        There is a negative unity of all Jewish destiny and of all individual Jewish destinies; an actual unity, a concrete negativity, as I have sufficiently explained, that crushes and marks that destiny in a certain way. It is not just the simple accusations, mere glances, calumnies, “insults that fly with the wind,” I had already written about in regard to the colonized natives. The negative conditions of Jewish existence are as much actual difficulties in living, impossibilities, iron collars and knives, wounds and amputations, in his flesh and in his measure as a man. [ . . . ]

      
      
        Conclusion—The Oppressed

        Before closing this evaluation of my life, I have one final hesitation; have I not painted too gloomy a picture? Have I not exaggerated the importance of the Jewish misfortune?

        No, sincerely, this is just the way I have lived it; everything I have written has almost always seemed obvious to me. [ . . . ] That is why I warned from the beginning (and I remind you of it again), that this was a portrait of myself and only by extension the portrait of other Jews. But I still think that every Jew, if he forces himself, must describe the same processes and the same restrictions on his life, in some ways more or less obvious, of course, and more or less acknowledged. [ . . . ]

        I believe, in short, that there is a Jewish fate, a specific Jewish fate. This fate makes the Jew a minority being: different; separated both from himself and from others; a being abused in his culture and in his history, in his past and in his daily life—in the end, an abstract being. What have I done up to this point but sketch the principal traits of a figure of oppression? Yes, as a Jew, I am above all an oppressed person and the Jewish fate is essentially a condition of oppression. [ . . . ]

        If it is not always clear that the Jew is an oppressed person, it is because oppression does not always have the same appearance. It can be obvious as in the case of the proletariat, an oppression of class against class within the same nation; or as in the case of the colonized where it is an oppression of people against people, nation against nation. The oppression of the Jew stands midway between the two: It is within the same nation without being involved in the class struggle. The oppression of the American Negro is still more complex; it includes at the same time economic, cultural and political pressure. The oppression of woman is probably the most artful, being tempered and disguised by eroticism and maternity. I said, at the beginning of this book, that I would one day try to bring together in a single picture the similarities and differences of all these contemporary oppressed peoples. But did I need to wait till then to discover that though each has his own special characteristics, we are all brothers in suffering and bitterness, that we are all burdened with negativity and that our positivity is gravely threatened? [ . . . ]

        The longer the oppression lasts, the more it profoundly affects him. It ends by becoming so familiar to him that he believes it is part of his own constitution, that he accepts it and could not imagine his recovery from it. This acceptance is the crowning point of oppression. [ . . . ]

        

        The two men who have done most to reveal the working society are Jews: Marx and Freud. The former discovered the economic scope, the foundation of the pyramid, the latter the motor of the wish motive behind alibis and ideologies. Perhaps to accomplish that they had to be Jews: they had to be able to look at that society both from within and from without. [ . . . ] Not all Jews become a Marx or a Freud, not all Jews turn the hostilities of others and their restlessness into intuitions of genius. But almost all Jews are oppressed, anxious and ostracized, with no control over their destiny and in doubt as to their future. Almost all Jews are afraid, and it is not good for a man to be afraid for such a long time, from father to son. All Jews are at grips with the fate which is imposed upon them, and they must try to respond to the problems which this fate poses for them.

        

        What history has done, history can undo. Every time the Jew is treated as a complete man, he behaves like other men, not to say better than they. The events in Israel have largely confirmed this. [ . . . ]

        I must add that I have made as great an effort as possible to write in the past tense, as if all this belonged to the past; and, in fact, I believe it does in part, and I say this not merely to avoid arguments. The rebirth of a sovereign Jewish state, the still fresh memory of a terrible war in which Jews paid so dearly for being Jews, in which nearly the whole world connected anti-Semitism with a government of shame, have made an open expression of hatred of the Jew difficult, at least for the present time. It is even possible that we may have entered upon a wholly new period of history, one that would see at last the progressive liquidation of that oppression the Jews have suffered for so long.

      
      
        “Little Portrait of a Jew” (1967)

        I feel that Portrait of a Jew and The Liberation of the Jew are just as important for the broader understanding of oppression, not only of the Jews but also of any oppressed persons, in that they are often richer in detail, more amply descriptive and acutely observed, than my other writings, for this is a condition that I know particularly well from the inside. [ . . . ]

        I entitled my first book Portrait of a Jew, it is true, out of caution and modesty, to highlight what it contained of my lived experience. I was soon to discover that, in order to answer the question “Who am I, myself, as a Jew?” I had to first answer the broader question, if only between the lines: “What is a Jew?”

        A Polish-Russian Jew has spoken out to confirm that our exploits, our hopes, and fears bore a remarkable resemblance, though seen through different local colors. If Arabic, my mother tongue, were replaced by Yiddish, that same ambiguity toward language as experienced by Jews applied in both cases, the same intimate separation between the secret mother tongue, spoken at home but never in proper society, and the language of the majority, a cold, impersonal tool for communicating with others. [ . . . ]

        There exists a common Jewish condition, common to the overwhelming majority of Jews, naturally, if not to all. [ . . . ]

        Being Jewish means not only the awareness of it, it means enduring an objective condition. [ . . . ]

        What we have here is all the objective negativity of an oppressed person’s entire existence. [ . . . ]

        “What is a Jew?” Here [ . . . ] is my answer. [ . . . ]

        
          	To be aware of being Jewish,

          	It is an objective condition,

          	It is belonging to a certain culture.

        

        That would not be so awful if I hadn’t discovered at the same time that being a Jew also involves

        
          	Awareness of a misfortune,

          	Of a condition of oppression,

          	Of an estranged culture. [ . . . ]

        

        “If such is the condition of the Jew, always threatened, always anxiety-ridden, in a fundamentally hostile world, despite its superficial liberalism, how is this condition to be transformed?” [ . . . ]

        Israel represents the still tenuous result of Jewish liberation, just as decolonization represents the liberation of the Arabs or Black peoples of the Middle East and Africa. [ . . . ]

        If I wished to conclude this lengthy research, around and within myself, I would say that what matters for oppressed people is that they take their lives into their own hands. And to do that, they need to start by becoming aware of what they have become, of their exact place among others, prior to taking any action. If they are clearheaded and courageous enough to reach this point, they have already proven their readiness. This lesson applies to individuals as well as entire populations, whether colonized, Black, or Jewish. Half measures can be misleading, and early results may well disappoint, but what matters is to keep heading in the right direction, eliminating unworkable solutions along the way. In this sense, beyond the Jewish condition and eventual liberation, I once again have attempted to test different paths to the liberation of any and all oppressed people.
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        The Liberation of the Jew (1966)

      
      
        Memmi states in The Liberation of the Jew that Portrait of a Jew provoked criticism regarding his predominantly negative view of Jewish history. Arnold Mandel, an eminent Jewish writer, commented that “I did not recognize myself in this portrait,” while Raymond Aron found the work to be characterized by the “almost excessive ambiguity” of Memmi’s existence. The Liberation of the Jew, Memmi notes in his preface, sought to redress these reproaches by not only highlighting the negativity of what limits the Jewish people, as was the predominant theme of Portrait of a Jew, but also emphasizing the path toward liberation (selection one).

        Time and again, however, as a staunchly secular thinker Memmi is caustic about core aspects of Jewish religion and culture, which he dissects as a product of a “double oppression, interior and exterior,” consisting of Jewish anxiety and anti-Semitism. Memmi’s pessimistic depiction builds toward his optimistic conclusion, similar to The Colonizer and the Colonized, that the Jewish condition requires a revolutionary break, in this case in the form of the Jewish national liberation struggle made concrete by the establishment of the State of Israel.

        The titles of each selection come from titles of the chapters in the book. Memmi addresses a variety of modes of fleeing Jewishness (selection number two), the allure and impossibility of assimilation (selection three), and the potential self-hatred of all colonized groups (selection four). Memmi also assesses modes of survival in the form of ghetto communities with walls erected to keep out tendencies that threaten Judaism (selection five); he then critically scrutinizes the Jewish values of monotheism, election, and messianism (selection six). In perhaps the most dispiriting passages of the book, he maintains the skeptical view that the highest achievements of a specifically Jewish culture have largely passed, while naming some modern exceptions (selection seven); he derides leftist approaches to the Jewish question (selection eight); and he concludes with a statement about why Zionism and the State of Israel point toward a way out of the dilemmas he has identified (selection nine). The last two pieces are both previously untranslated: a response to Richard Marienstras, a diasporist critical of Memmi’s Zionism (selection ten) and the preface to the Israeli edition of The Liberation of the Jew (selection eleven).

      
      
        Preface

        Is there a way out of the Jewish fate?

        To find the answer I will use the same method used in my earlier book [Portrait of a Jew]: I will continue to tell of my own life. [ . . . ] What then did I do when I clearly understood that I belonged to the anxiety and the hostility, to the humiliation and the threat—to the oppression? [ . . . ]

        This is an optimistic book since it describes a liberation, while the preceding one, Portrait of a Jew, described a misfortune. [ . . . ] Throughout history the Jew has almost always hoped for a solution to his problem, whether it be in assimilation or in the myth of “next year in Jerusalem.” Rarely do the oppressed accept their oppression. [ . . . ] Portrait of a Jew is not complete with the description of his misfortune, the myths which accuse him and the deficiencies to which he submits. We must also add his more or less courageous, more or less effective response to this misfortune. Only then is the picture complete, and that is what I am attempting here.

      
      
        Does the Jew Exist?

        Towards the end of my adolescence I had had enough of being a Jew. [ . . . ] I wanted to taste every food, enjoy every pleasure; I would be proud of my body and sure of my mind; I would practice every sport and understand every philosophy [ . . . ]

        Even the general unleashing of the catastrophe a little later did not greatly upset me. [ . . . ] The world was animated by extraordinary historical stirrings. [ . . . ] What importance could Jewishness—so fragile, so special and so superficial—play amidst the turmoil of my blood and of the universe? [ . . . ]

        Today it is almost in bad taste to hide one’s Jewishness. I have been told that in the United States being Jewish has ceased to be inconvenient. Jews proud-of-being-Jews are found even in Paris drawing rooms, which pleases me greatly and irritates me a little. [ . . . ] There is no immediate danger in proclaiming oneself a Jew.

        But such has not always been the case. On the contrary, since the time of the French Revolution the most common reaction of Western middle-class Jews has always been to cover up, camouflage their Jewishness. [ . . . ]

        Today I am perfectly opposed to self-rejection, to all disguises, to all these attitudes of self-torture. I can scarcely hide my irritation at [ . . . ] dissimilating Jews. [ . . . ] Among those who reject their Jewishness are to be found the worst and the best. The careful and the vanquished. [ . . . ] There were also authentic rebels who dared question their fate. There were at the same time the grotesquely bourgeois and men of sublime stature. [ . . . ] I sought not so much to reject myself as to conquer the world. I rejected myself as a Jew because I was rejecting the place assigned to me, and in which my people were content to remain. I felt my Jewishness to be a collection of odious harassments and ridiculous rites. [ . . . ] On the Jewish side, a skein of outdated customs; [ . . . ] on the other, a system of accusations and injustices. [ . . . ] When we graduated from the lycée at Tunis1 many of us decided to cut ourselves off from the past, the ghetto and our native land, to breathe fresh air and set off on the most beautiful of adventures. I no longer wanted to be that invalid called a Jew, mostly because I wanted to be a man; and because I wanted to join with all men to reconquer the humanity which was denied me. [ . . . ]

        In Europe, they called themselves, among themselves, Israelites. They were even successful in having themselves called Israelites by others. [ . . . ]

        The unfortunate truth is that it has never been enough to affirm “I am not oppressed” in order to cease being oppressed. Neither in one’s behavior, [in] one’s mental habits nor in one’s concrete existence. [ . . . ] So the Jewish fate is too difficult to live? Well I make it vanish, I deny it: see, no more Jewish fate! [ . . . ]

        It certainly was absurd to arrest this Jew who didn’t exist. Yes, but was a man arrested, tortured, killed? [ . . . ] It is a fact that the Jews were condemned in any case, whether they thought of themselves as Frenchmen, Italians, Poles or Jews. [ . . . ]

        In talking with a Jew who repudiates his Jewishness, whether he is a middle-class liberal, a youthful rebel or a systematic revolutionary, you always meet with the same love of abstraction. Another French-Jewish philosopher, usually a discerning thinker, earnestly declared to me: “I am against the distinction between Jews and non-Jews.” As if it were a matter of a dispute about methods! A Russian-Jewish sociologist, learned and perspicacious in his own field, objected to me: “I have never considered my Jewish birth of any importance . . . except,” he added proudly, “when it is necessary to fight persecutions.” As if persecution were not also a social fact, heavy with meaning, which partly determines Jewish existence. A politician, whose courage I usually admire, tried at length during a discussion to demonstrate that one ought not to do more for the Jewish victims than for the others. A fine way of disguising the poison! [ . . . ]

        I had convictions: one day the swords would be turned into plowshares, and this miraculous morality would be adopted by all, conquerors and conquered, oppressors and oppressed, and all human nature would shine forth as evidence of Justice and Love. [ . . . ]

        As Jews of the Left we had at our disposal a method of reasoning which we used against any too-tenacious adversaries. It was a peeling-off tactic comparable to eating an artichoke. We started out with Stalin’s definition of a nation; then we considered each trait mentioned in this definition. We asked ourselves: do the Jews have a common language? Obviously not. Do they share a common territory? Not that either. Do they even have a religion? No! No! Most Jews can’t even remember the names of important prophets! [ . . . ]

        What was this logic which led us to doubt our very existence? [ . . . ]

        I decided to take for my starting point this fact: my separate existence as a Jew. [ . . . ] I had the right to rebel, to question it. [ . . . ] What is this existence? What is Jewishness? [ . . . ] I saw perfectly well that the majority of Jews were ignorant of Judaism or barely conscious of their Jewishness [ . . . ] I had to understand it and, to a certain extent, accept it.

        The reader will protest that at one and the same time I am making a great fuss about Jewishness and also stating that it is only an incoherent survivor, a sort of historical monster, a fossil. The Jew does not live, he survives. He is not a normal being, but a historical phantom who still haunts the world because his harassments, his persecutions and his sufferings endure. [ . . . ]

        This thesis contains both some truth and enormous ambiguity. I will return to the undeniable fossilization of Jewish culture. It seems to me quite useless to cry out in indignation like the traditionalists every time a courageous Jew or a non-Jew (Toynbee)2 dares suggest it. Nevertheless, the problem of the Jew’s existence cannot be confused with that of the value of his cultural heritage. [ . . . ] A living fossil—is he any less a living creature? Does this state keep the fossil from eating and drinking, from rejoicing and suffering and from fear of death? [ . . . ]

        As a Jew I exist more than non-Jews! My uniqueness makes me exist more, because it makes me more cumbersome, more problematical to others and to myself, because my conscience is more painfully aware, because the attention of others is more directly focused on me; like the giraffe, an animal who has also tarried on in history, whose presence is felt more and who is more disquieting than the ultramodern dogs and cats of our apartments. His picturesque and inconvenient long neck often causes him to die of hunger or condemns him to circuses or forces him into cages.

        Three times cursed, alas, but the Jew does exist and his existence is more weighty and worrisome than that of others; he has, up to this moment, led the existence of a giraffe.

      
      
        Assimilation

        Camouflage was an insufficient adaptation to life among non-Jews; it was actually necessary to resemble them. In short, I had to try to assimilate. [ . . . ]

        How we argued the question in our anxious adolescent discussions! To assimilate or not to assimilate? [ . . . ] Could we? Would it be a catastrophe or the cure for all our ills? At times we maintained that assimilation was the worst kind of cowardice, at times a duty. [ . . . ] Let me say that I no longer feel that assimilation deserves either the excessive honor or the indignity then heaped upon it. [ . . . ]

        I persist in thinking that Jewish conduct, Jewish destiny, cannot be understood without reference to the Jewish condition. This condition differentiated and separated us; we were oppressed. Basically, our painful problem, whether hidden or avowed, was simple: how to alleviate or eliminate the oppression? [ . . . ] The people as a whole instinctively adopted the other tactic of every oppressed person—trickery. To escape being too tempting a victim, one had to distract the attention of the persecutors. Wasn’t a change of identity the best means to this end? [ . . . ] Assimilation was but one further and even necessary step on the road to self-rejection. [ . . . ]

        Jewry has never been an absolute, an impenetrable block; it is also the sum of relations with non-Jews. What Jew, living among non-Jews, has not been assimilated to some extent? [ . . . ] Before striving so ardently towards the European model, we were Phoenicians, then Berbers, then Arabs, in language, costume, and eating habits. [ . . . ] For the assimilated were to be found first of all among the rich who often moved to the newer sections of town where the houses and the cars were depersonalized. They sent their children to French schools, dressed in the latest Italian fashions, and traveled regularly to Europe. We were hurt by this too-willing and too-rapid change; to us it appeared a kind of treason. [ . . . ] We were so far removed from our parents in our dress, in our language, [ . . . ] we were frightened and embarrassed in our relations with them. Even our rabbis timidly tried on the robes of the Catholic priests, and in that they were only imitating the French rabbis. [ . . . ]

        What is a specifically Jewish custom?

        The oppression has lasted too long to leave the Jews with many sure landmarks; and he no longer knows what is his own and what he has copied from others. One has only to think how much of Africa has been left the American Negro! [ . . . ]

        History has regularly forced us to abandon our sanctuaries one after the other, to move elsewhere, with new neighbors and under new regulations. On the contrary, assimilation was very often one of our most healthy reactions. [ . . . ]

        Assimilation was necessary and, as long as the oppression lasted, assimilation had to fail. [ . . . ] I pointed it out in the case of the colonized, and it would be a simple matter to discover it with regard to women and Negroes. Insofar as the oppressed is driven to despair, he is led to reject and imitate his oppressor simultaneously. [ . . . ] The colonized admires and copies the colonizer before he combats him. The Negro, even in the midst of his revolt, reveres white values and tries to realize them in himself. But the process never completely succeeds because the colonized must remain colonized and the Negro must remain in his place.

        To propose assimilation globally to a group is, in the final analysis, absurd. [ . . . ] It contradicts its own essence. [ . . . ] It is clear that a group, inasmuch as it is a group, cannot want to assimilate. It cannot want to go against its own existence, for then it would be rejecting itself. [ . . . ]

        Does this mean that no Jewish community has ever disappeared? No, of course not. [ . . . ] A human group voluntarily accepts its formal death only to avoid total death. Jewish communities have only been assimilated when their only choice was between extermination and metamorphosis. [ . . . ] From this stem the disguises and the masks of the Marranos.3 One cannot ask a group to renounce its own existence in order to save itself since this formal existence coincides with its very life as a group. [ . . . ] That is the reason why an oppressor can almost never swallow up another people by violence, for violence, unless it is too extreme, awakens the oppressed and keeps him on the alert. [ . . . ]

        I have been told that in America, Jewish leaders are no longer primarily preoccupied with anti-Semitism, but with disappearance through conformity. [ . . . ] These same American Jewish leaders, so convinced of the American Way of Life yesterday, are today extremely anxious to slow down a movement which they had fostered. And what is more, who dares say that we are completely through with anti-Semitism? [ . . . ] Here is the second objective impossibility of assimilation. In oppressive situations assimilation runs counter to the profound wish of the oppressor as well as that of the oppressed. [ . . . ]

        In order to assimilate, I would have had to assimilate not only the model, but also the accusations and the injustices. I would have had to swallow the poisoned fruit. [ . . . ]

        One must consent to the scorn and the accusation; one must appropriate them; and finally, become the accomplice of the insulters and the persecutors. One forgets too often that if assimilation fails, it is more because of the oppressor than because of any reticence on the part of the oppressed. The refusal of the colonizers rather than the hesitation of the colonized was responsible for the failure of colonial assimilation. [ . . . ]

        I have, however, tried to answer this question in another book, The Colonizer and the Colonized. Oppression is too advantageous. Privilege is certainly the pivot of the colonial relationship. Why would the colonizer abandon a position in which he found so many benefits? If the privilege of the non-Jew is often more subtle, it is no less certain. [ . . . ]

        He is surely not on the lowest rung of the social scale since the Jew is even lower. And if it sometimes happens that the Jew is not there, it is an anomaly and a shame which needs rectification; hence legitimatized racism. The scapegoat process fits into this mechanism. It is too convenient to have the Jew to crystallize all social, metaphysical, and individual evil. In short, the misfortunes of Jewish existence must help support and compensate for the misfortunes of non-Jewish existence. [ . . . ]

        Stateless, the Jew serves as a reminder to the non-Jew that he has a country, without which he might not see its value. He rediscovers a past, a history from which the Jew is excluded, and must remain excluded. [ . . . ] In an economic crisis or simply in the competition for jobs, the Jewish rival is thus actually eliminated.

        If the Jew did not exist, then he would have to be invented. No society deprives itself of the pleasure of inventing its own Jew, be he the foreigner, the gypsy, or actually the Jew; in other words a different being, therefore excluded and separate, therefore suspect, therefore presumed guilty, therefore a most suitable choice for the crystallization of collective anxiety—an expiatory victim. [ . . . ] This is the explanation of the rage caused by the Marrano; and what Jew is not, to some degree, a Marrano?The non-Jew is under the impression that he loses on all fronts: as a Marrano the Jew continues to exist, a foreign body, disquieting, all the more frightening because he is no longer mistrusted and, at the same time, he is no longer even useful.

      
      
        Self-Hatred

        I was not far from a horrible feeling which we had better call by its name, self-hatred. [ . . . ] This sort of self-destructive fury is, at least with most oppressed people, far more frequent than one might suppose. In this light it would be interesting to reread the autobiographical novels of colonized North Africans or the cruel tales of Negro novelists. [ . . . ] You will discover that the mechanism of self-rejection is once again at work. [ . . . ] They are gradations of the same impulse, easily recognizable in the diverse and multiple aggressions which the oppressed inflicts upon himself.

        The other day I found a bundle of notes which I had entitled no less than “Anti-Jewish Writings.” In them I pointed out, stigmatized, or ridiculed the weaknesses, faults, and errors of my coreligionists in Tunis. Of course, I also proposed a vast program of psychological, moral and social reforms. We were to have a more precise political program, abandon commercial careers, be more discreet in public, speak more softly, etc. [ . . . ]

        This self-contempt was also to be found in the Moslems, another group oppressed by colonization. [ . . . ]

        Assuredly there is a certain Judeophobia of the Jew, as there is a Negrophobia of the Negro and an anti-feminism of women which are the logical end results of self-rejection. Fortunately this Judeophobia is never total for it would lead to death, which does sometimes happen. [ . . . ]

        One can hardly take pride in one’s self-rejection. The Negroes who spend millions of dollars each year on illusory products such as hair straighteners and skin bleachers carefully conceal this activity. In an almost unbearable scene Richard Wright describes the reactions of shame and hatred of a young Negro woman, surprised during a hair treatment session. The number of Jews who shorten their noses do not all decide on this measure for purely aesthetic reasons, but they don’t acknowledge this fact. All this points to an absurd and cruel truth; these measures are the poisoned fruit of a too-long oppression. What inner anxiety and destructive forces have invaded these people to make them disfigure their faces so! The oppression must have been most effective if the oppressed tries so furiously to respond by delirium to the delirium of the oppressor!

        For self-rejection has far-reaching and corrosive effects on a human being; it attacks his body, language, traditions, religion and culture. I remember the notices posted in the courtyard of the Alliance Israelite school: “Speak French!” It was, of course, in part a colonial rejection of the Arab tongue. But it was more than that, for we added with great seriousness, “We mustn’t speak Arabic; it sounds Jewish!” For over and above the Arab language we were aiming at our Jewishness. Elsewhere it was Yiddish or Ladino which had Jewish connotations. [ . . . ] To dress in bright colors was Jewish. To speak too loudly, to call out, to gather in the streets, was Jewish. [ . . . ]

        I continue to find all cultural chauvinism ridiculous. [ . . . ] The collection of the Pirke Abot (“Sayings of the Fathers”) is as good a collection as any people possess; Jewish wisdom has its own originality among the wisdoms of the world. And, since I continue to recognize myself as a Jew, since I no longer wish to disappear, then I will simply no longer consent to this systematic mutilation.

        In short, like all the oppressed, the contemporary Jew finds all his own culture progressively amputated. While in the ghetto he was content to be a parasite of his own past, he now decides to forget it. For the face of the oppression has changed; to survive today, it is better to resemble our oppressor. And so we had to tear out our souls and scour our features; shorten our noses and get rid of our vain nostalgia. [ . . . ]

        Let there be no mistake, this feeling against the Jew who calls attention to himself and to other Jews is already a kind of self-hatred. [ . . . ]

        I have even known some Jews who were frankly anti-Semitic. I was amazed to see some of my school friends from good middle-class Jewish families join a political organization which had an avowed anti-Semitic program. [. . . One] thought he had found a way out by joining the Jeunesses Croix de Feu4 and working fanatically with them. [ . . . ]

        Self-rejection can never be a real answer to an oppressive condition. Actually, it leads to this paradoxical result: the Jew rejects himself to ward off the rejection of others, and in so doing he confirms their rejection and consents to the condemnation and the sanctions which they exact. The internalization and passing on by the oppressed himself is one of the most dramatic aspects of the oppression.

      
      
        The Encystment

        My young life at home and at school was regulated by daily ritual and religious holidays which were never questioned; Saturday was our holy day of rest. [ . . . ] Unlike many European Jews, I needed no particular deliberation or historical impetus to return to the Jewish world. I knew from the start, and without regrets, that I was part of it. [ . . . ]

        One day a young scout leader came to wait for his troop at the lycée; [ . . . ] this was the beginning of my entire political life. [ . . . ] Twice a week, for some years, I learned all that the regular school could not teach me: the doctrines and precepts of revolutionary action, plus a very good Jewish education, ranging from the Bible to the most modern Hebrew poets. On Sundays, we would set out for the country, pretending to be Israeli pioneers. [ . . . ] This is how I broke my first pair of glasses, in a fight with an opposing group, the Betarim, whom we pompously called our “Fascists.” [ . . . ]

        I had to know the meaning of a resolute attachment to Jewry, a serious adhesion to Judaism and, finally, a deliberate acquiescence to my fate as a Jew. [ . . . ]

        If one accepts oneself as a Jew, just what does one accept? [ . . . ] Of what did this well-known Jewish culture, of which we were so proud, consist? What was the value of this celebrated religion? [ . . . ]

        During one of my recent visits to Tunis, once again overwhelmed by the misery of the ghetto, I wrote an article which was, perhaps, too full of pathos. [ . . . ] I concluded by advocating the disappearance of the ghetto. [ . . . ] It was necessary, I felt, to tear down the ghetto walls and disperse the people throughout the modern and airy sections of the city. [ . . . ] To my astonishment, I brought down on my head the most violent protests in the name of “Jewish spirituality.” I underestimated, it would seem, the “immense wealth” of the ghetto, the “intensity of its inner life.” [ . . . ]

        Concentration had certainly more effectively maintained our family and religious traditions. [ . . . ]

        If this famous spirituality could only flourish on the dungheap of misery and sickness, I would not be inconsolable at its transformation—which is what happens, after all, to all Jewries as soon as they have access to Western civilization. [ . . . ]

        The wall and wooden doors, more than a collective prison imposed by others; it was an inner wall, real and symbolic, which the Jew had built. [ . . . ]

        It is true that only the ghetto permitted the intense communal life of the Jew and defended him against erosion without and within. [ . . . ] Every Jewry [ . . . ] is the conscience of a ghetto; its nostalgia for a more homogenous and warmer community is the nostalgia for a lost ghetto. There is no doubt that a Jew who wished to affirm and fully live his Jewishness had to strengthen or reconstruct a kind of ghetto and carefully guard its walls, whether real or symbolic. [ . . . ]

        In the space of a few months I visited the Mea Shearim section of Jerusalem and the Hassidic community near Spring Valley, outside New York [City]. I was struck by the similarity of their collective attitudes. [ . . . ] I have described at length in The Colonizer and the Colonized and Portrait of a Jew what must be encystment of the oppressed. Spring Valley and Mea Shearim are extraordinarily concrete incarnations of this. Mea Shearim especially, with its life rigorously enclosed within walls blind to the outside, its crowding of a community on top of itself, its continuous growth towards the center in successive layers, forms a strange and disturbing little abstract city. [ . . . ]

        Every ghetto is to some extent a world outside space and time. [ . . . ] “The Jews of the Diaspora,” writes an Israeli humorist, “recite in their morning prayers, ‘My God, give us this day our daily ghetto.’”

        In the extreme, the Jew who accepts himself as a Jew tends to construct a small but complete world, mental as well as material, inside the world of others. He takes all kinds of Jewish newspapers and magazines, builds a library of Jewish works, lines his walls with Jewish objects, sees almost no one but other Jews, introduces Hebrew or Yiddish words into his conversations, often grows a beard and puts a yarmelkeh [sic] on his head. He decides, in effect, to lead an exclusively Jewish life. [ . . . ]

        I do not ridicule or condemn this abnormal rejection of the world, just as I did not completely condemn the temptations of self-rejection. [ . . . ] What discomfort and fear can force a man to this desperate act: to withdraw his child from the world of other children and put him back into the educational system of the Middle Ages! [ . . . ]

        The Jew who rigorously accepts his Jewishness must lead a marginal life, separate from the life and thoughts of the rest of humanity. [ . . . ] Judaism is not only a religion. It is a mental attitude and a total conduct, individual and collective, which includes a religious dimension. [ . . . ] Not only a spiritual heritage, but also the institutional implications and group customs. My daily life, my marriage, the burial of my friends—all these must be conducted in a special way. [ . . . ] In doing this I make a point of my differences and multiply the extent of my separation? [ . . . ] I choose to retire without a fight in order to protect myself from a world which rejects me.

        Imagine what eating exclusively kosher food would really mean! A limited choice, purchased in a few prescribed places, specially prepared and cooked in special pots. It would be infinitely less difficult to have acute liver trouble or be a total vegetarian than to be completely Jewish in one’s eating habits. What self-imposed exclusion from the world and its riches, from so many human relationships and even most trips! Such an ancient and extraordinary taboo, perpetrated on human beings. [ . . . ] The Jew must forgo the important and symbolic bread-breaking communion with the entire universe, except other Jews—Jews with the same degree of orthodoxy at that. [ . . . ] All considered, however, the life of the Jew who accepts is probably more troubled than that of the Jew who rejects his Jewishness, since the former adds to the difficulties created by others those difficulties he inflicts on himself. [ . . . ]

        The effort to alleviate Jewish misfortune by self-affirmation, far from saving the Jew, in the end precipitates other disorders; it imposes one type of alienation in place of another. I have already shown how this encystment also ends by creating a veritable network of protective institutions for the oppressed. [ . . . ] These protective institutions are both havens and swamps which shelter and engulf the oppressed. [ . . . ] Encystment and protective institutions are, in this sense, one of the solutions to oppression. They are possible adjustments to a hostile or reputedly hostile universe; the prices paid for not having to face it and be wounded by it every day. [ . . . ]

        Far from resolving the conflict with the non-Jew, abolishing the threat, it substantiates it and makes it seem insoluble and final. To form a little Jewry in the midst of a non-Jewish world is to separate one’s life from the life of others. To confine oneself to a tradition, no matter how illustrious, is to separate one’s thought from the mainstream of universal thought. [ . . . ] “To live among Jews,” “to live a Jewish life” in non-Jewish surroundings, like it or not, is to confirm and reinforce our limitations and mutilations. [ . . . ] As with any place deprived of air and sunshine, there was a mustiness and decrepitude on the inside. [ . . . ] I could never have developed my full potential in this humid, collective intimacy.

        I have tried two or three times to participate actively in the life of a Jewish community, but I found nothing but mediocrity, fear and Machiavellianism, on a small scale, all around me. [ . . . ] This is probably the reason for the pallor of our community and spiritual leaders and, conversely, the reason why most of the great Jews of modern times have been men of revolt and rejection and not of faith. Freud hit hardest at Jewish mythology, Marx was almost malignant and Einstein was interested in Judaism only out of solidarity and a kind of politeness. The dramatic, sword-point relations between Spinoza and the Jewish group of the times is well known. On the other hand, who remembers the assailants of that great philosopher? [ . . . ]

        The oppressed who encysts himself plays dead like certain animals, so that he might better pass through the shadows of history, like the celebrated rabbi who thus succeeded in saving the Torah by placing himself live in a coffin in order to cross the Roman lines. [ . . . ] Encystment has never prevented the world from periodically crushing the Jew who was encysted in his institutions, rites and laughable exorcisms; it did not stop the Nazis unleashed against the Warsaw ghetto.

        On the contrary, encystment blinds and disarms the oppressed in his state of artificial sleep. [ . . . ]

        The only resistance in the Warsaw ghetto came from the sons of Hashomer Hatzair, who were revolutionaries and atheists. In any case, I understood, for myself, that you cannot save a people by putting it in a catalepsy.5

      
      
        Sanctuary Values

        Can Judaism mean nothing more to you than this misery and this mockery? The irresponsible ghetto, the suffocating family, the mean rabbis of your youth! . . . Judaism is made up of those eternal values which the Jews have offered the world and which the world has generally adopted! Even those rites whose significance you pretend you cannot grasp are but an imperfect means of materializing those values and of venerating them.

        After the publication of my two novels and particularly my last book, Portrait of a Jew, this was the objection I often heard. [ . . . ]

        Judaism is a monument of moral and religious values, it is true, but it is not only that. Certainly Judaism is more than the ghetto of Hara whose memory revolts and fascinates me [ . . . ] Of course, Judaism is not merely the Jewish community of Tunis, the thought of which awakens in me an ambiguous nostalgia. But it is also that. Judaism is more than a garland of pure values, sublime stars perched at the zenith of humanity, which only the clairvoyance of the Jewish doctors can perceive. It is also the manner in which these values are lived, or even rejected, by the mass man in the street. It is both dogma and ritual, institutions and beliefs, mental attitudes and collective behavior. Judaism is all of these at once, because to be a Jew is to take all these into account. [ . . . ]

        Judaism is above all a way of life, a concept of existence in its relationship to a divinity and to other men. Theory and practice, ethics and religion form an indissoluble whole. [ . . . ]

        To understand Judaism, you must of necessity refer to the concrete existence of the Jew. I tried to show this in my last book. [ . . . ] To understand the Jew you must of course take Judaism into account, but to understand Judaism you must refer to daily life as lived by the Jew.

        To be a Jew, I have been told time and time again, is to “live a Jewish life.” Now what is a Jewish life if not the aggregate of the Jew’s positive and negative relationships with other Jews and with non-Jews, according to the will of God if he is a believer? To be a Jew is to live in a certain way, to marry and bury one’s dead as do the mass of Jews. It is also not to live like the majority, not to attend the same church, not to celebrate the same holidays. Finally, it is the misfortune of living in a hostile world with all the ensuing psychological, cultural and historical consequences. To be a Jew is, briefly, to share a communal destiny, both positive and negative, which unites Jews among themselves and separates them from everyone else. [ . . . ]

        Under a pile of tangential or baroque details, I felt I had to discover the structural principles of the edifice and the intentions of the collective architect. [ . . . ]

        Its complexity seemed to me to revolve around three main axes: monotheism, election and Messianism. Or, more explicitly: a belief in one Supreme and Moral God, the Election of the Jewish people to receive the Law, and Messianism, which will recompense and save the chosen people. Let me say right away that in this trinity monotheism did not appear essential to me. [ . . . ]

        Paradoxically, monotheism and moralism can no longer distinguish the Jewish religion from other religions, nor the Jew from the non-Jew. [ . . . ]

        By accepting the famous Ten Commandments I could not see in what way I was distinguishable from non-Jews. [ . . . ] The truth is that rules of morality, the search for the best conduct, was something Jews had in common with the rest of mankind and, I might add, this is how it should be.

        In the same way neither the uniqueness of the divinity nor any of the ideas associated with this—the concept of the Almighty, omniscience, the creation of the world from nothingness, the revelation to man, center of the creation and interlocutor almost worthy of God—are today indisputably Jewish property. [ . . . ] Theology and theodicy, the largest part of religious philosophy, are today Christian. [ . . . ]

        Moral monotheism has not, for some time, been sufficient to assure Jewish singularity. [ . . . ] I am convinced that the faithful who are courageous enough to be lucid and sincere would admit that in Judaism today the divinity has been de-emphasized in favor of man, or more precisely, in favor of the double relation of man to God: Election and Messianism. Thus the insistence of numerous and intelligent commentators (Buber, for example) on the importance of the Dialogue between the Jew and his God. [ . . . ] The Jewish God is today certainly he who chose the Jewish people, who ordained a mission and who will send the Messiah. [ . . . ]

        The Election elicits and confirms most of the other Jewish themes. The Jew was chosen by God to carry out a mission. [ . . . ] Then, immediately following, the notion of exception and choice. [ . . . ] Then comes the idea of oneness: that of a people and a responsibility which find nourishment in the oneness of God. [ . . . ] What is this people trying to say about itself? It is clear that it is trying to translate the feeling of an exceptional destiny. [ . . . ] Jewish history has been an essentially tragic one. [ . . . ] It is enough to read a true historian, a Graetz or a Dubnow, to see it clearly. Jewish history is punctuated by catastrophes. [ . . . ] The cataclysm which threatens the very existence of the Jewish group is so often repeated that it renders this existence a constant menace, an endless near-disaster, a rescue which is never final. [ . . . ]

        Exile is certainly one of the most frequent and familiar events in Jewish existence. Indeed, one might even divide Jewish history into periods from exile to exile, from conquest to conquest: Assyria, Babylonia, Greece, Rome, Byzantium, Islam, Christianity. [ . . . ] Have we not just gone through a bitter experience in North Africa where we thought ourselves safe from such upheavals by virtue of our deep roots in these countries where we were contemporaries of the Phoenicians? [ . . . ]

        Jewish mythology situates the mythical birth of the people of Israel at the end of an oppression: “Remember the time when you were a slave in Egypt!” is one of the most haunting refrains in our collective memory. Moses, the first great man with whom the people identify, is first a liberator. All Jewish history, written and oral—that is to say, the image Jews have forged of themselves—is constructed or reconstructed in this perspective: oppression-liberation. In this regard the passage from Biblical to Talmudic culture is singularly enlightening. The Bible is the literature of a relatively free people, still fighting for its threatened freedom; the Talmud is the literature of an oppressed people who have almost given up, without ceasing to hope. [ . . . ]

        All the power of dreams, all the inventiveness of the Jewish people were thus mobilized to explain the tragedy and alleviate the despair. Thanks to this antithetic invention, [ . . . ] the mysterious election of a small people from among all the others, the sublime mission confided to them alone, the pact of eternal alliance with God—these mold for the Jew a glorious, superb and exacting destiny. [ . . . ] The Election is the other side, which is the curse, the sublime distinction of the sad fate of the exiled. [ . . . ]

        Abraham, the first patriarch to have the honor of signing the alliance, was he not already, and for that very reason, a solitary man? Moses, the hero par excellence, the interlocutor of God and legislator of the people, did he not complain bitterly of his solitude, caught between God and man? [ . . . ] Isolation is the corollary of Election. [ . . . ] To play the role which the divinity proposed, Abraham had consented to circumcision, exile and even the sacrifice of his own son. How could the Jew, the entire Jewish people, not in their turn endure the uprooting, the assassination and the pogrom if God exacted it, if their election is bought at that price? [ . . . ]

        But couldn’t the Jew resist this divine choice and refuse this awful distinction? He does! Judaism is full of these protests. Abraham, Jacob, Moses, Job, the Prophets, major and minor, all complain, groan and sometimes revolt. But they always submit in the end, recognizing their mistake. Why? Because they discover that they were morally wrong, not merely metaphysically wrong. [ . . . ]

        A painful need to understand consumes the Jew: why this cruel fate? Why is he thrown into this terrible history which crushes him, punishes him permanently? The Election explains it all, is consolation for everything: it reassures and flatters him, it demands and attracts. [ . . . ] It is the classic example of the sanctuary-value.

        The other aspect of this fundamental relationship of man to God is Messianism, probably the second cardinal of Judaism. [ . . . ] Messianism first appears as the hope of an effective liberation of an oppressed people. [ . . . ]

        As far back as I can remember I find the Messiah, half-man, half-event. [ . . . ] “When the Messiah [literally the Savior, the Anointed of God] comes,” he will load us with favors, resurrect the dead, avenge us from our enemies, and lead us back to Jerusalem. . . . In short, totally transform our condition. [ . . . ] “When the Mashiah comes,” as if we hoped without daring to believe. [ . . . ]

        In most of the ritual texts themselves the personality of the Messiah varied considerably. [ . . . ] The Messiah is very often pictured as a real and relatively commonplace person. He is sometimes a civilian, sometimes a soldier, a layman or a priest, and even once a non-Jew! Cyrus, King of Persia, who allowed the exiled Jews to return to their homes, was also called Messiah by the Prophet Isaiah, to the horror, it is true, of the Jewish community. [ . . . ] There isn’t even one Messiah, but several. [ . . . ]

        In short, Jewish history has continuously generated Messiahs. [ . . . ] Every time the collective misery worsens, the need of the Messiah springs to life. [ . . . ] Bar Kochba, the last Jewish military leader who fought the Romans, and in our time, Theodor Herzl, the Viennese journalist who undertook to found the new Jewish state, were thus acclaimed; not to mention the seventeenth century Sabbatai Zevi or the eighteenth century Jacob Frank, who were unjustly called false Messiahs after their failures. Actually, why false? Which Messiah has been completely true to date? Have they not all been relatively false since the Diaspora remains and the people have not yet been completely liberated? [ . . . ]

        That is what Jewish tradition taught me when I endeavored to decipher it. [ . . . ] Judaism is the reflection of the Jew on himself, mournful meditation on his isolation and his fragility and on his hope of finding a way out. What is Messianism if not this obstinate, frenzied expectation of the end of a misfortune which is almost without exit? The Messiah, first a human liberator with the help of God, was transformed into a myth and another great sanctuary-value. [ . . . ]

        The Jew must continue hoping in order to continue living. One day, thanks to the Messiah, the Jew, Cinderella of history, separated, despised and beaten down, will shed his rags and his cloak of ashes, to appear at last to the dazzled eyes of humanity, as what he has, mysteriously, never ceased to be: the chosen, the predestined, the prince of peoples. In a word, the Jew will again become a free man. Yes, that is what Jewish tradition suggested to me: if I accept myself as a Jew, it is only the beginning of a new conquest and the confirmation of the oppression. That is my true mission, and that is how I might one day obtain the equivalent of the coming of the Messiah on earth: freedom.

      
      
        Is There a Jewish Culture?

        Culture was our undisputed birthright, our originality in relation to other peoples, our title of nobility and our visa for the future. We were weak, without a country, without a flag, permanently humiliated, periodically crushed . . . but we were Princes of the Spirit. [ . . . ]

        Exactly what did this famous culture consist of, if it excluded practically every activity of importance in the world, including that of the Jews themselves? Since the masterpieces of Jewish painters were not Jewish, nor the great music of the Jewish composers, nor the literature [ . . . ]

        I have told how my first ambition was to become a philosopher; and I willingly prided myself on the idea of uninterrupted Jewish philosophy. [ . . . ] How do you distinguish it from Christianity and the secular humanism with which our lives and all our intellectual efforts are saturated? [ . . . ]

        The advent of a great Jewish philosophy almost became a reality in the Middle Ages. And much might be gleaned from the interminable and obsessive Talmudic meditations, or the fascinating delirium of the Cabala. [ . . . ] With the best will in the world the Talmud cannot be considered a philosophical structure either in intention or in fact. [ . . . ] Past Jewish philosophy has never been anything more than one long rumination on the law. The interest of our traditional texts lies elsewhere. They contain, more than a philosophy, a continuous telling of our collective life. [ . . . ]

        Let us simply say that we were not one of those rare peoples who created an original philosophy and that we had other claims to glory. [ . . . ] From Bergson to Husserl, including Brunschvicg, the much esteemed Wahl, Jankélévitch, Schuhl, or even Levinas who came nearest to these preoccupations, can anyone seriously affirm that their thought is a continuation of Judaism or even stems from it? [ . . . ] Spinoza, the greatest of them all, was violently rejected; it is a fact that he did philosophize outside the tradition and often against it. [ . . . ]

        Thus attempts at suggesting a Jewish point of view, gleaning anything and everything having any relationship to Jewish science, Jewish chemistry or medicine, seemed at best an exercise for collectors, museum curators or minor historians. [ . . . ]

        “The Jewish contribution to civilization” has been much discussed. But what exactly does it mean? The nature of this contribution becomes equivocal as soon as you try to define it. If this influence is limited to the religious and moral tradition, then it is limited to a past which no longer acts directly on us since Christianity has largely taken it over. [ . . . ] At best it is “the contribution of certain Jews to civilization,” and, above all, not necessarily as Jews. So we can paradoxically affirm that at the moment Jews can at last contribute effectively to the common culture, their culture ceases to be Jewish. [ . . . ]

        “So what!” you will perhaps say. “Isn’t it enough for you to finally become artists, philosophers and scholars! Why do you insist on creating a Jewish art! A Jewish philosophy! . . .” [ . . . ]

        I am only sure of this: I wanted to get to the bottom of the Jewish fate as it was imposed on me. I was looking for a decisive answer to my problem—that of a Jewish man living among other men. I had provisionally decided that the answer lay in accepting myself as a Jew, in claiming my Jewishness, if necessary. This led me to look at exactly what I was accepting, what I should lay claim to. Now what is Jewish affirmation without a Jewish culture—without art, without philosophy, without religion, without Jewish values, without Judaism? [ . . . ]

        To seek out a specifically Jewish culture would be a regression, an intentional delusion and the abandonment of enviable progress. [ . . . ]

        In saying that the Jew’s only culture was universal culture, or that it belonged to some other people, was once again stating that there was no Jewish culture. [ . . . ]

        Having decided to accept myself and my people, I failed to see what there was in them and in myself and my people, I failed to see what there was in them and in myself to promote. For my affirmation to be meaningful it had to have some content. I had to affirm a particular being complete with a face, a language and a particular culture. Until now, all that I could discover in common with my people was a questionable past, our eternal misfortune and our sad solidarity. I perceived with terror that our famous culture was but one long tenacious nostalgia, the deceptive shadow of distant splendors. [ . . . ]

        The Jews who are grouped together, encysted, more or less consenting prisoners in a ghetto, real or symbolic, are able to maintain some degree of specific culture. But has it any value? It is a scholastic, sterile and inadequate culture—the ghetto culture of oppressed and broken people. [ . . . ]

        I am aware that this inquiry into our cultural asphyxiation will upset many of my readers, Jews and non-Jews alike. [ . . . ]

        For what is Jewish art if not an art of misfortune, meditation on this misfortune, and on the means of delivery from it? [ . . . ] The same infinitely repeated story of mortal danger, whether collective or individual, followed by some unexpected deliverance. So it was with Isaac, with Job, with Esther (whose sacrifice is not even exacted by God), with the Maccabees . . . [ . . . ] What oppressed group has really had a culture? What have women created up until now? Or the proletariat? Or, for many years, the colonized? Or even the American Negro? A culture cannot be fashioned with catastrophe alone or in continuous misfortune; you cannot create a great culture in a great oppression. [ . . . ]

        Here I would like to propose a distinction which has a certain methodological importance: as a Jew, I received a tradition. I do not have a culture at my disposal. It is true that we have had an extraordinary cultural past, but it is equally true that our present is at best mediocre. [ . . . ]

        “But all the same, there is the Bible! The Talmud! You may reject their mystical value but you cannot ignore these cultural moments!” [ . . . ]

        No tradition, no matter how fabulous, can ever replace a living culture, either in glory or in effectiveness. [ . . . ] Culture is invention and renewal, renewal based on a certain tradition, but also constant adaptation. Culture is at least a continuing tradition. [ . . . ] The Talmud has been closed since the fifth century, the Cabala, for all practical purposes, since the thirteenth century and the Bible for so long. . . .

        What’s even worse, this same solidity and the rigidity of this formidable tradition have contributed to the smothering of all Jewish culture. How do you go about reaching the height of such a monument? How do you dare to measure yourself against it? The guardians of the tradition have also led a veritable war. [ . . . ] An almost constant condemnation of the plastic arts, a sterilizing disdain of music, distrust of all literature other than religious literature. [ . . . ] The work of the great poet Judah Halevi is, in a way, a war machine against philosophy and philosophers. [ . . . ] During the seventeenth century we see the frightful curse against Spinoza. [ . . . ] Martin Buber is the only one I am aware of who has tried to create a work of universal dimensions which is Jewish in its genesis and its extensions.6 Even this unique and great Jewish philosopher of ours was bitterly criticized by the traditionalists. (According to them, Hassidism, in which Buber said he found inspiration, is fictitious; therefore the consequences of his deductions have nothing to do with the “true” Judaism.) [ . . . ] I do not want to put Jewish tradition on trial. Without a country, without an army, without political power, without any of these attributes through which a human group is embodied and identifies itself, what could the Jew do but hold desperately onto a distant past? [ . . . ] Oppressed peoples, no longer having a history, also stop having a cultural history. [ . . . ]

        Tradition had become unlivable, but nothing had replaced it nor could replace it. [ . . . ] It was probably one of the major conflicts of Kafka who, without clearly saying so, fought throughout his career against the crushing heritage, which he nonetheless accepted. I have shown in one of my essays how Freud courageously accepted the challenge, how he dealt tradition—its institutions and myths—its hardest blows, while always affirming that he belonged to it, even insisting on what he might have owed to his Jewishness. Although the accusations against Spinoza were vile, it is true that he questioned the very foundation of Judaism without, however, ever agreeing to break off his affiliation. [ . . . ]

        The respectful rumination on the law and the encystment in its immovable institutions exclude all living culture and all social future. [ . . . ]

        In an oppressive situation, self-affirmation generally runs the risk of becoming a confirmation of that oppression. Perhaps in accepting myself as a Jew, I was in some ways accepting myself as an oppressed person. [ . . . ] Can one really accept oneself as a Jew? Can one really accept oneself as a proletarian or as a Negro? Really, this was a simple matter of not knowing the meaning of misery! [ . . . ]

        Jewish existence, accepted or claimed by the Jew, was necessarily an existence which had been defined by others. [ . . . ]

        
          Author’s Note, 1973

          These chapters seem to me to deserve several criticisms: I have not insisted enough in them on the positiveness of the Jewish culture. I am particularly anxious to point this out because the eclipse of its culture, by others and in its own eyes, constitutes a part of the condition of a dominated people.

          I would therefore ask the sympathetic reader to refer to another of my writings, “Culture and Tradition,” where I set forth precisely and unequivocally the essential points of my theses, namely:

          
            	1) That there does not exist a people without a culture;

            	2) That every cultural fact is a positive fact, even if it expresses something negative; but

            	3) That culture among dominated peoples is almost always insolvent.

          

          (See also the chapter “The Heritage” in Portrait of a Jew.)

        
      
      
        The Jew and the Revolution

        I have written in the past that a Jew can only be of the Left; this apparently astonished and irritated some readers. I still maintain that this is so. [ . . . ] The Jew remains a dominated person, in other words, permanently threatened. If he gives any thought to the matter at all, if he has the courage to admit it to himself, how can he fail to want a new arrangement of a society which is so continuously hostile to him? [ . . . ]

        It is true that the parties and governments of the Left very quickly gave us reason to doubt their ability to resolve our problem. Relatively speaking, we had certainly furnished the different parties of the Left with the largest contingent of hard-core militants, but this did not put an end to the hesitations and muddling of the European Left with respect to us. [ . . . ]

        Once and for all I convinced myself that an oppressed person must never expect others to hand him his liberation. [ . . . ]

        The history of our relations with the Left—of our messianic hope of being delivered by the Left—is the history of a great derided hope. Forty years after the Russian revolution anti-Semitism remains a fact in Socialist countries and among the militants of many political parties and unions of the European and American Left. [ . . . ]

        They try to explain that it is not exactly racism. [ . . . ] Maybe so; in any case, it looks savagely like anti-Semitism to me. [ . . . ]

        I maintain that a certain rejection of the Jew, be it clear or confused, is part of the thought of the very great majority of Occidental Socialists. [ . . . ] The failure of the European Left, with regard to the Jewish problem, was no accident.

        The fact is that there exists in the Marxist tradition, with regard to the Jewish problem, an original sin: it is Marx himself. [ . . . ]

        The Jews are concentrated in certain branches of the economy because they are excluded from the other branches. The economy is, as I have said before, one of the Jew’s sanctuary-institutions. But extending this observation to the absolute, Marx condenses all Jewish existence into its economic aspect. (In passing, it is interesting to note that the Marxist reduction coincides with the anti-Semitic accusation, which also makes the Jew out to be an absolute economic figure.) And, most unfortunately, Marx’s essay “The Jewish Question,” which is his worst sociological work, has become the Marxist Bible for everything concerning the Jews. This has resulted in the immense dilemma of post-Marxist thought on this subject, and a plan of action, or rather non-action, which is perfectly sterile. [ . . . ]

        I repeat, I continue to think that the Jew, as a threatened minority, cannot allow himself, even today, even in Israel, to break with the forces of the Left. For us, the triumph of democracy, humanitarian and egalitarian ideals in the world, is a question of life or death. [ . . . ]

        On meditating on this incapacity I discovered a notion which for me is fundamental: that of the specific liberation of each oppressed people. [ . . . ] The oppression of the Jew still being a particular oppression. I had to discover a specific solution.

      
      
        The Way Out

        What can we do today to become an autonomous people, so that we may function freely and completely as such? [ . . . ]

        In The Colonizer and the Colonized I made an important distinction between what I called the inquiry and the wish. [ . . . ] We must clearly distinguish between the inventory of a reality (psychological, social, political) and the different plans which can be formulated concerning it (wishes, decisions, opinions). [ . . . ]

        Thus all that I have written on the subject of dominated men—the colonized, the Jews, the Negroes—is essentially descriptive. [ . . . ] I certainly suggest solutions to these different misfortunes, these are always additions. [ . . . ] If I am practically certain that I am not mistaken in my portraits of the Jew or of the colonized, because I have lived through colonization and Jewishness, I sincerely admit that my practical proposals may appear fantastic, since we pass from the inquiry to the wish. [ . . . ]

        I believed I had discovered, along the way, that the Jew is one of the major figures of oppression of our time. Jewishness was largely the negative result of my corrosive, destructive relations with non-Jews. Even its positivity, which still existed, was heavily mortgaged by the oppression. This condition, as impossible to reject as it was to accept, remained, therefore, unlivable, unacceptable, as long as these relationships remained unchanged. [ . . . ] The real discussion which I would like to see opened is this: is this portrait a good likeness? Does the Jew recognize himself? Do the non-Jews recognize the Jew? Have I succeeded in showing the singularity and originality of the Jewish condition? [ . . . ]

        I find that the solution seems to impose itself irresistibly. [ . . . ] The oppression of the Jew, like all oppressions, must be understood in its specificity. This means that its solution must also be specific. [ . . . ] Oppressed as a people, and a living as such, the Jew must be liberated as a people; he must see an end to his insolvency and rediscover the full dimensions of his life. [ . . . ]

        Since a people cannot, even today, live and determine its destiny freely except as a nation, the Jews must be made into a nation. In short, the specific liberation of the Jews is a national liberation and for the last years this national liberation of the Jew has been the state of Israel. [ . . . ]

        These two propositions (necessity of founding a Jewish nation, and a Jewish nation in Israel) do not have the same logical value. The Israeli solution, in other words, locating this nation in Palestine, was in a certain way historically contingent. It might have been installed elsewhere. [ . . . ] Today, however, the debate is closed for it is out of date: history has also imposed the second proposition on us. [ . . . ]

        The national solution is not one of several; it is the only definitive solution, because it is the specific solution to the Jewish problem: Israel [ . . . ] must be the frame of reference for the Diaspora which must in future redefine itself in relation to it. [ . . . ]

        Those who insist on holding on to the notion of the Diaspora, [ . . . ] invested with a so-called mission throughout the world (which legitimizes the dispersion!) must realize, as we all must realize, that they are holding on to the misfortune, bringing up the rear guard, retarding the liberation of their people. [ . . . ] What has religion done for this people to date? It has helped them to survive, which is already saying a great deal; but I must repeat that it has not loosened the noose by a single inch. On the contrary I greatly fear that it serves as an alibi. [ . . . ]

        Neither the perpetuity of an improved Diaspora, nor Socialism, nor a more adaptable religion, more easily tolerated by others, nor a modus vivendi with the Christians, nor even an amiable pro-Israelism—Jaffa oranges and Tel-Aviv singers—are real solutions. They are at best compromises which do not fundamentally change a condition which demands a radical transformation. [ . . . ]

        We did not have a choice between the Diaspora or Israel, assimilation, religion, universality, socialism or Israel. There was no either . . . or possible in Jewish existence, unless it was the choice between oppression and liberty. [ . . . ] If Israel did not exist, it would still be necessary to invent it.

        I do not underestimate any of the difficulties, imperfections or errors of this young state. The actions taken by its governments have often shocked me. I have never denied myself the right to question them or denounce them; regarding the status of the local Arabs, for instance, or the North African immigrants. [ . . . ] I only criticize what exists and ought to function better; I never question the existence itself; just as no scandal, no error can make us doubt the necessity of decolonization. [ . . . ]

        I continue to think that nationalism is far too frequently an alibi for hatred and domination. I cannot forget that the Jew was always one of the first victims of nationalist crises. But history has convinced me, at least twice, that a nation is the only adequate response to the misfortune of a people. In the case of the colonized I had already discovered that their liberation would be national before it could be social, because they were dominated as a people. [ . . . ]

        In short, the nation is before the Jew and not behind him. Like the colonized, he has to fight for his national liberation and create a nation for himself. [ . . . ] Since the nation is still the most effective historical form, the Jew must adopt this form to rid himself of the oppression and live as a normal people among other peoples. The nation is not a preliminary, it is an ending. [ . . . ]

        We must pass through this national stage. [ . . . ] Were we obliged to accept continued servitude, dispersion, domination and the impossibility of ever developing ourselves? [ . . . ]

        The Jewish state in Palestine was perhaps a catastrophic error. His devotion to the traditional dream was perhaps the last trick played on the Jew by his religion. Was it really necessary to return to that old country, Biblical yes, and omnipresent in the entire culture of the people [ . . . ]?

        I made my trip to Israel! [ . . . ] The country is about as big as a pocket handkerchief. [ . . . ] Israel is a real desert, a waterless desert of stones. And this tiny and disinherited domain, which you could almost cross in a single glance, is still disputed from within by its ancient inhabitants, suspicious and sarcastic, and is on all sides surrounded by hating populations. [ . . . ]

        In view of the extraordinary disproportion in populations, the inexorable reinforcement of the Arab forces, their humiliated remembrance of so many successive defeats, their at least partial feeling of having right on their side, the too facile political diversion which a war with the Jews would constitute—in view of all this how can we avoid the anguish of asking ourselves if our gathering in the heart of so many hostile multitudes will not one day be transformed into history’s final trap? [ . . . ]

        How could we avoid being worried by their smoldering and ever-wakeful hatred? [ . . . ] Did we have to exchange one anxiety for another, one danger for another? [ . . . ]

        And yet I too am able to see that this mythic delirium, the aberration of founding the new Jewish state in Palestine, has perhaps contributed to the restoration of this people’s collective health. [ . . . ]

        Peoples probably need myths. The Israeli nation has renewed a cultural tradition, fossilized though it may have been, a language which was almost dead and a religion which had been arrested for centuries. [ . . . ] The oppressed’s first need is to return to himself, in other words to his language, be it sick, to his tradition, be it a phantom. In this restoration of himself he is obliged to utilize the stones of his past. It is as much a question of reconstruction as of construction. In our case we also had to put an end to the exile. [ . . . ]

        Today we are no longer defending a myth, but a reincarnated myth, a dream come true—the most solid of realities. Today three million men live in the new Jewish nation, one quarter of the total Jewish population. [ . . . ] This tiny corner is our only recognized bastion. Its destruction would be the greatest disaster of contemporary Jewish history, perhaps since the fall of the Temple, greater than the massacre of six million, because of its significance. [ . . . ]

        Only a national solution can exorcize our shadowy figure. Only Israel can infuse us with life and restore our full dimensions. [ . . . ] Let me finally get to the bottom of this difficult problem—that of the culture of the oppressed. My treatment of it apropos of the colonized and apropos of the Jew has been much criticized. I will try to be precise.

        A people must have a common culture. [ . . . ] The Jewish people exist because they possess a religious and cultural tradition, institutions and collective habits of thought and behavior. (Here I differ from authors like Sartre who have only seen in it enormous negativity, above all psychological.) [ . . . ] To be Jewish is a culture and a condition, a condition of oppression and a defective culture, practically reduced to its traditional aspect. [ . . . ]

        For this people to regain their full dimensions the twofold misery had to end. The condition imposed by others had to be abolished and the culture freed from its defensive girdle. There was effectively a double oppression: an objective external oppression [ . . . ] and an auto-oppression, resulting from the other, [ . . . ] but having its own laws whose consequences were just as harmful—encystment, [ . . . ] the very negation of a living and lively Jewish culture.

        The doubly caused asphyxiation could only be remedied by breaking the yoke of the servitude and also the encystment. [ . . . ] It was high time to restore liberty to Jewish culture for it is the sine qua non of normal development. [ . . . ]

        In our rediscovered liberty each element of the convalescing Jewish collective consciousness—art, philosophy, the sciences, ethics and politics—will have to take its proper place. [ . . . ]

        Far from marking the end of the Jewish religion, [ . . . ] this opening up to the world might again offer it its real opportunity. Like the other disciplines, religion will at last find freedom of expression, a progressive adaptation to the needs of the modern Jew, without having to limit itself to the role of watch dog which was necessary in the dispersion. [ . . . ]

        De-sanctifying the Jewish tradition will restore the greatest fertility to it. [ . . . ] What Christian tradition has become in the culture of the Occident. [ . . . ] The inspiration of every thought, secular and profane, of art, ethics, legislation and philosophy, and this just because it is no more than the inspiration, the source and not the guardian or iron collar of every moment, of every effort. [ . . . ]

        I am sure that when terminated, this great mutation will restore this people to history and to themselves, [ . . . ] which is a thousand times better than this permanent alienation born of suffering and anguish. In any event, they will be able to distinguish between the profane and the sacred, celebrate the sacred if they so desire, but live the profane without being haunted by ghosts. Far from being lost, the Bible and the Talmud and the Cabala will at last become what they deserve to be, an inexhaustible reservoir of themes, designs and symbols, inexhaustibly fruitful, monuments of world literature and not merely religious works; incomparably superior in my opinion to the Iliad and the Odyssey. [ . . . ]

        Paradoxically, even assimilation will at last become possible. [ . . . ] By becoming a free man the Jew gains at the same time the freedom to cease being a Jew. [ . . . ]

      
      
        Response of Albert Memmi to Richard Marienstras (1966)

        I am now resigned to the fact that, for yet a long time to come, anything contained in books having to do with oppression, descriptions of the colonized, or of Jews, will gratify neither the colonizer nor the colonized, neither the Jew or the non-Jew. It is easier for me to argue over some technicality that varies from one country to the next than to discuss the broader patterns of relevance that I posit.

        This is why I am grateful to Richard Marienstras for having tried to locate this recent book on The Liberation of the Jew within my overall body of work. His summary, I have to admit, is indeed excellent. I also thank him for his “broad endorsement and the few reservations,” even though his review is mostly about those reservations (R. Marienstras did insist on telling me in person that the requirements of column space meant that much of his endorsement ended up being cut; I am clearly unlucky with the Jewish press).

        That said, he asserts “that one cannot sketch out a portrait of the Jew in the world.” In other words, my chosen method was not the right one. I should have undertaken a series of individual monographs of the many shades of existing Jewry.

        His objection is not a bad one. Those individual portraits indeed need to be painted, and this is precisely what I achieved, finally, with my Portrait of a Jew. And I took quite a bit of heat for it: it’s only about North African Jews, it’s only about the Sephardim, etc.!

        But I think we all agree that this kind of splitting, unless it provides for a meaningful consolidation, unless it highlights the themes common to the vast majority of Jews, would lead to the denial of the very existence of Jewishness, of a Jewish people. For it does most certainly exist, through its various segments, common institutions, cultural traditions and behaviors, and also, alas, a common fate, too often tragic. In short, there exists a common Jewish condition.

        Once that has been established, we can proceed to analyze various types of Jewishness at all kinds of levels, sometimes emphasizing difference—North African couscous versus Polish stuffed carp—and sometimes stressing what is identical: the Passover ritual, the unanimous concern over a resurgence of Fascism.

        This refusal to consider the Jewish condition globally again explains Marienstras’s astonishment at the space I devote to religion and, correspondingly, to the need for a certain demystification. (In this regard, he is being somewhat inconsistent when criticizing my emphasis on these themes while claiming elsewhere that I supposedly know nothing about the importance of religious faith.) Religion carries enormous weight in the Jewish cultural tradition and in the daily life of a majority of Jews still today, even those who call themselves agnostics. By that I mean religion continues to regulate, via family institutions in particular, most collective behaviors. Even in France, where Jewish culture is absent, or highly formalized where it exists, a Jew who is in any way demonstrative of his being Jewish will channel this act through some ritual gesture. Do I need to make myself clearer on this subject, or are people simply deaf to certain points, no matter how loudly or often they are proclaimed?

        But for this very reason—the prodigious weight of religion in Jewish existence—no nonreligious Jewish philosophy or art has emerged. Hence, I said, without undermining religion as such, that a desacralization was in order if we ever hoped to see a truly autonomous Jewish culture develop. And I might add that this problem is not specific to Jews: it is common to all young nations, as we can see today in Africa and Asia. [ . . . ]

        Likewise, this cultural alienation is not confined to Jews alone. Critics quibble when I challenge notions of Jewish culture, pointing to such successes as the Spanish Golden Age or to Yiddish writers. But where have I ever denied the existence of these felicitous interludes? All I wanted to show is that the fate of Jewish culture has always remained precarious, always threatened both from within and without: from the inside by artists aligning with the majority (and I am not saying this is bad, but am merely observing) and from the outside by mean and brutish tragedy; we mustn’t forget that Yiddish literature died a violent death! The result being that any kind of continuity has been impossible. [ . . . ] And, with regard to literature, what is a literature that has been pulverized into several dozen different languages? The least one can say, then, is that Jewish readers hardly benefit from a culturally healthy situation when they are unable to access a sizable portion of Jewish literature. If that isn’t cultural alienation, then what is? [ . . . ]

        The reality is that no one can argue the extent of this or that alienation that I describe, nor can they claim that no alienation exists where I have pointed it out in my various books. So, once again, must I resign myself to this splintering? [ . . . ]

        Let me state simply that such a premise, apart from its denial, once again, of the Jewish people’s common destiny, implies the entrenchment of oppression, the status quo. Or even assimilation, perhaps, in the short term. We could be less stubborn about the idea of collective survival. Personally, I am not invested in it as some mystical prerequisite, and I never denounced assimilation outright, where it had been possible, and I have put this in writing. But oppression, no, it is unacceptable. Here, one has to choose. It is a matter of ethics, perhaps, of pride, or whether or not one has the stomach for it, but I for one cannot abide it. I concede and understand that it doesn’t feel great to live in a minority situation, always suspect and threatened. But once we decide to do something about it, to redress this situation of dominance, then we have to be bold enough to put forward a specific solution, one that takes real, objective conditions into account. And those real, objective conditions include the fact that we are considered as a people and are treated as such, not always but in most cases, and to variable extents depending on the individual and the particular kind of Jewishness at issue.

        This is why I am ultimately so astounded when intelligent readers, those who read carefully, are so surprised that I conclude with Israel. As if I needed to end with something moving, to wrap things up satisfactorily, even though the nationhood issue was vigorously addressed throughout the whole book, and by that I mean the reconstitution, in all of its dimensions, of this people that had been crushed for so long. Just as decolonization, where the reconstitution of the colonized into full-fledged peoples, and eventually into nations, issued logically and inevitably from the colonial project.

        Allow me to reiterate, regardless, to R. Marienstras that his text, especially the beginning, is among the most perceptive pieces written on The Liberation of the Jew and that I wholeheartedly thank him for the seriousness with which he undertook his critique.

      
      
        Preface to the Israeli Edition (1976)

        I must admit I am delighted to finally see an Israeli edition of The Liberation of the Jew.

        This book was written before the 1973 Yom Kippur War, even before the 1967 Six-Day War, which is to say that it owes nothing to the more immediate political concerns, nor to the passions aroused in each of us at that time.

        I had already published another essay, Portrait of a Jew, where I attempted to systematically assess the Jewish condition by way of one particular person’s existence: my own. I then deemed it necessary to examine the various ways of overcoming the oppression of the Jew—hence the origin of The Liberation of the Jew.

        In this work, [ . . . ] I showed the deep sociological, cultural, and political connection between Israel and the Diaspora, and I concluded with the logical necessity for Zionism and the State, its ultimate outcome, for the existence of Jews today. [ . . . ]

        This premise, so obvious at present, did not immediately resonate as positively as it deserved to, even in Israel. There are two mutually reinforcing reasons for this.

        For a long time, people would claim that Israel’s destiny was radically different from that of the Diaspora, so that what Jews scattered around the world were experiencing, feeling, and thinking seemed somehow outdated. [ . . . ] Israel had no wish to accommodate their fantasies, hopes, and fears. You would hear repeatedly that Israelis were no longer Jews. Conversely, many Jews who were more or less integrated among various peoples feared that this enhanced emphasis upon their connection to Yahweh would jeopardize their hard-won assimilation.

        The Liberation of the Jew, as you will see, [ . . . ] takes an opposite view with regard to this dichotomy. I emphasize, on the contrary, [ . . . ] the unity of the Jewish people.

        I shall not flatter myself [ . . . ] by recalling [ . . . ] how much recent events have broadly confirmed this [ . . . ] perspective, often painfully so. Israel was delighted to discover that the Diaspora was not only its surest ally; it was affected whenever Israel was at risk and was distraught before even knowing the full extent of the threat. The people of the Diaspora made the definitive discovery [ . . . ], in the turmoil and anguish of armed conflict, that Israel was an expression of themselves, perhaps the dearest part of who they were.

        I did not feel I had to change a single line of this book, and you will understand why, [ . . . ] nor amend the essence of its conclusions:

        
          	—The Jew was and basically remains an oppressed person, the object of constant potential threat [anywhere in the world].

          	—Like all oppressed people, Jews have the right to a specific liberation.

          	—The liberation of peoples, Jews included, has assumed the form of national and social liberation.

          	—[Zionism is the national liberation movement of the Jewish people, and the State of Israel is the culmination of Zionism.]

          	—All other courses of action are ultimately nothing but accommodations with oppression.

        

        Obviously, that is not all there is to The Liberation of the Jew. I would be pleased [ . . . ] if the reader discovered, beyond the Jew, the more general mechanisms of oppression and liberation described in this book, those found among most oppressed peoples, so numerous in the world. I would hope that the reader would kindly attend to my reflections on the problems of language or religion, common to most of the oppressed, or the distinction I posit between culture and tradition, etc. But I know from experience that, when jostled by current events, the reading will [ . . . ] engage only the more political perspectives. [ . . . ] Let us simply hope that the day is near when we shall at last be able to do the kind of research that is less immediately constraining.
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        Dominated Man (1968)

      
      
        Dominated Man is a collection of articles, short essays, and prefaces that are sketches for Memmi’s general portrait of oppression. In the previously untranslated first selection, Memmi explains that his intent is to explore other conditions of domination similar to that of the colonized and the Jew, specifically that of African Americans, women, and other workers. From Dominated Man, we include Memmi’s comparison of Martin Luther King, Malcolm X, and James Baldwin (selection two), as well as his preface to the French translation of The Fire Next Time (selection three). We also include articles Memmi wrote in the same period as Dominated Man that explore similar ideas. In the first, Memmi explicitly translates his terminology for approaching the Jewish condition from the language expressing the situation and identity of Négritude (Blackness) developed by Aimé Césaire and Léopold Senghor (selection four). In an article that helped define his critical reception, we include an excerpt from an essay where Memmi critically assesses the life and work of Frantz Fanon (the fifth selection). Another excerpt from Dominated Man follows, a piece on the servitude and subjugation of African immigrants in France (selection six), which is complemented by a previously untranslated letter to the president of the union of Senegalese workers in France when asked by her to preface a book on African workers in France (selection eight). This section ends with Memmi’s commentary on gender relations, in the form of his response to Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex (selection seven). This set of texts suggests that Memmi was a pioneer of the intersectional analysis of oppression, applying his insights to a variety of relationships of power and interlocking systems of oppression.

      
      
        Why I Wrote Dominated Man (1969)

        To the customary question “Why did you write such and such?” writers usually answer: “Because I felt like writing it,” which is a way of not answering. Because what is being asked, in fact, is: why this book and not another? Why you and not someone else? The point is that they themselves cannot explain the “why” of this book; they know only the need from within that made them produce this particular book.

        If I had to answer this question accurately, I would have to say why I write about the same issue, book after book, and that issue is oppression. Admittedly, I could answer the way I often do: because oppression exists, why else? Because it’s huge, so blatantly obvious, all over the world, in all societies, because it has always existed, and we don’t know when it will come to an end, if indeed it ever will!

        But of course, this in itself is inadequate. There is so much hardship in the world, in addition to the natural miseries of pain and sickness. Still, I am convinced that the misery of oppression is all the more dreadful and intriguing in that it is inflicted on people by other people, and in that respect, it is perhaps the most unbearable of all. But the question does remain: why me? For the simple reason, perhaps, that I was born a colonized Jew, son of an artisan, and that we unwittingly always return to these discoveries of childhood. I can only defer to my early books, which were novels. But that would merely postpone the problem.

        
          Blacks, Domestics, and Women

          Putting that aside, I would simply state that it is about following a timeline, the way a good craftsman goes about his work in a certain order. I wrote The Colonizer and the Colonized, then Portrait of a Jew, followed by a few sketches of American Blacks. It made sense for me to complete the picture by adding a few other figures of oppressed peoples: thus, in Dominated Man, along with a return to the colonized, Jews and Blacks, I include domestics, proletarians, and women, as well as newer demands such as those of the French Canadians, whom I believe need to be heard before any rush to judgment, which happens all too often. And since I am writing this piece for Droit et Liberté, let us say that the issue of racism is also raised. I regret not being able to fit the question of children into the scope of this book, a complaint quite rightly raised by some readers. I shall be addressing this matter in the future.

          But this book involves, implicitly, a different approach from that of my previous books: this grouping and cross-referencing of several figures of oppression all at once allows for comparison, and results in the uncovering of similarities. I have tried this time to demonstrate that there are a certain number of shared mechanisms at work among various forms of oppression, whether they be within the objective conditions, the concrete interactions between dominator and dominated, and their respective behaviors, or within each side’s ideologies, which exist in mutual resonance with each other, in any case, as do their behaviors. The result is this fascinating play of relationships, like a mirror effect, between myth and counter-myth of oppressors and oppressed.

        
        
          This Theme of Oppression

          Along the way, however, I was keen to make clear that however many features were shared among various forms of oppression, born of comparable misfortunes, there were also important variations which, taken together, define the specificity of each oppression. Research has brought to light the differential specificity, which is just as important as simple description, for it should be able to generate a solution geared toward each separate condition. Readers will rightly conclude that I am starting to believe that it is only by working on the specificity of oppression that political errors will be avoided in the future, for such mistakes often spring from the very generosity of sympathetic militants and observers.

          Finally, Dominated Man lays the groundwork and foreshadows a more definitive work on the oppressed, a book soon to come. But I am still postponing my explanation—all the way until the end, I suppose—until I feel I have thoroughly dealt with the theme of oppression. And since I myself do not know whether it is inadvertent on my part, or whether it runs so deep that it underpins my entire body of work, perhaps I won’t be through with oppression until I have quit writing altogether. [ . . . ]

        
      
      
        The Paths of the Revolt

        In May 1963, a Boston television station invited three famous black leaders to come and explain the meaning of the black revolt.1 [. . . They were] James Baldwin, Malcolm X, Martin Luther King. There is a reason [ . . . ] for placing King at the end: clearly it is he who is the favorite of American television, which hopes that his arguments win the day. But objectively this sequence is wrong. History has taught us, in many a hard lesson, that in revolt there is a certain rhythm. It is this: King, or Baldwin, but Malcolm X certainly last.

        I have only met one of these three men—Baldwin—but I have no difficulty in imagining the others.2 Colonization has shown me these types of suffering humanity by the score. King is the moderate, who knows how to allay the fears of his adversary, how to restrain the impatience of his troops, and how to win himself allies: in fact, he is already a politician. [ . . . ]

        Baldwin is the intellectual, sincere and emotional, or, in other words, intelligent, passionate and tormented; understanding everything and forgiving much; with friends in the enemy camp; [ . . . ] who knows that his friendships and his loves are already doomed, already impossible ones. For he has grasped the fact that the moderates are by now in the wrong, that the time for moderation and understanding is past, and that these qualities have been engulfed in the rising tide of violence. [ . . . ]

        This violence is personified by Malcolm X. [ . . . ] Malcolm no longer understands anyone, nor wishes to understand anyone. He has no friends on the other side and perhaps never has had. [ . . . ] This man of violence accuses, condemns and excludes even more virulently certain members of his own race, for a black man who does not fight with all his strength is worse than an enemy. [ . . . ] Malcolm and King seem totally opposed. [ . . . ]

        And yet King, Baldwin and Malcolm X do not represent three different historical solutions to the black problem, three possible choices for the Americans. [ . . . ] No, there is only one face, undergoing a gradual change of expression, from pained surprise, still full of hope, to hatred and violence, to the desire for destruction and death. King, Baldwin and Malcolm X are signposts along the same inexorable road of revolt. [ . . . ]

        King is the most noble figure among them, the least disturbing [ . . . ] “Love your oppressors as yourselves,” he says. [ . . . ] This unnatural love so shocks his own followers. Read the fine distinctions he draws between the different kinds of love. [ . . . ] For the oppressed are not filled solely with resentment against their oppressors; they also admire them and would even actually love them, with a kind of love, if they could.

        From the point of view of mental hygiene, King’s solution is perhaps healthier and more restful for everyone, including the oppressed. King is advocating a kind of collective Yoga, a lesson in relaxation and self-control, that is not unattractive. To be able to stay calm, and to relax mentally, even when insulted, even under blows, demands a certain degree of courage. [ . . . ]

        Only, says Baldwin, even now no one listens any longer to this admirable man; no one, whether black or white. If he still retains a certain moral ascendancy over the South, he no longer has any authority in the North. [ . . . ] But there is one all-important difference between King’s situation and Gandhi’s: in India, there were countless Indians to a handful of English; in this case, there are 20 million blacks in a population of 200 million whites. [ . . . ] The demonstrations organized by King on the whole only succeeded where the blacks were relatively numerous. In contrast to King, with his prestige (he is black, but an acknowledged sovereign), his humanity (he is a preacher), his culture (he is a doctor of theology), his good breeding, his diplomacy, his self-control and his courtesy, Malcolm cuts a sinister figure. Possibly he is sinister. [ . . . ] He rejoiced in public over the assassination of Kennedy. [ . . . ] He saw in these victims only the ghosts of his former colonial oppressors. [ . . . ]

        The revolutionary is a far from attractive figure. [ . . . ] The revolutionary wears a more frightening aspect than the oppressed who is still apparently on good terms with his oppressor. The black who turns revolutionary is certainly less likeable, in a manner of speaking, than the Good Negro, the shoe-shine boy or gentleman’s lackey, even when the latter decides to demonstrate, under the tutelage of King.

        However, people must be brought to understand at last that these two are one and the same person; part of the same revolutionary force caught at different moments of its career. [ . . . ]

        The parts played by King and Malcolm X are not from a historical point of view mutually exclusive. [ . . . ] King is the victim of oppression who still exercises self-restraint, because he still believes in the possibility of negotiation. [ . . . ] On the day set aside for negation, we must put on our Sunday best and not explode in anger before the enemy, not even make a show of our humiliation. Deeper down still, King is the victim of oppression who persists in wanting to resemble his oppressor. The oppressor will always be his model. [ . . . ] Malcolm furiously rejects all similarity with the white man. [ . . . ]

        From here on the oppressed want to forge ahead by themselves, to find their own peculiar and individual path, entirely cut off from their former overlords, and at first in direct opposition to them. [ . . . ] They will persuade themselves, for instance, of the boundless grandeur of their past and of the values of their race, convinced that they need only return to that source to find there all the human qualities they need to help them live and fight. In short, whereas King’s whole philosophy can be summed up in the word integration, Malcolm is already working towards independence. [ . . . ]

        And yet, I repeat, there is no definite rift between these two men, no novelty in the one independent of the other. Baldwin, who is so much closer to King, in sentiment at any rate, is constantly explaining and excusing Malcolm, just as he does the Black Muslims, who terrify him so. He has described elsewhere the visit he paid them, and how they both horrified and fascinated him; he has a presentiment that they are the logical, and maybe inevitable, conclusion of the black revolt, if the whites do not give way [ . . . ] In that case, threatens Baldwin, the fire, next time! [ . . . ]

        The dual movement towards rejection of the oppressor and assertion of himself, that we now observe in the revolutionary, is the exact inverse of the oppressed man’s habitual attitude: that of self-rejection and hero-worship of the oppressor.

        For King, as for Baldwin still, the black American is an American citizen, like the others; at least by rights: his ideal and his only solution, his duty and his rightful ambition is to resemble his white fellow citizens. The late Richard Wright, author of Black Boy, the finest Negro protest of our times, would nevertheless always claim: “I am first of all an American!” [ . . . ] Like all oppressed peoples, the black Americans began by rejecting themselves as blacks so far as was possible. [ . . . ] We see this in those pathetic scenes described by Richard Wright in his account of the Bandung assembly: the black women who tried desperately to uncurl their hair, and spent a fortune on so-called magic powder to whiten their skin. [ . . . ] They strove to emulate the whites to the point of assimilation in order to become perfect American citizens, that is, necessarily, white Americans.

        Of course, all these efforts are in vain. One cannot tear one’s very nature up by the roots like this, nor is it possible to live in self-hatred unscathed. The black, in despair, returns again and again to this loss of identity. Nobody Knows My Name is the title of one of Baldwin’s books. Above all, the white man has never accepted the black’s emulation. [ . . . ] The oppressor is the first to refuse assimilation; later the victims of oppression themselves give up the attempt, and it is then that people like Malcolm X appear. [ . . . ] Malcolm is the poisoned fruit of the blacks’ hatred, a hatred born of a great and unrequited love. Malcolm’s violence, finally, however terrifying or however questionable it may be, is the inevitable reply to the refusal with which the blacks’ demands have so long been met.

        I must admit now that it is not easy for me wholeheartedly to defend Malcolm X. Because of a certain tendency to act the demagogue, [ . . . ] because of his racism, [ . . . ] because of his anti-Semitism. [ . . . ] Not the least of the misfortunes caused by oppression is that the oppressed come to hate each other: the rivalry between Jews and Arabs is one of the most regrettable illogicalities in the history of oppression; at best, the proletariat of the different European countries showed little sympathy for the struggling colonies; and domestic servants are rarely on the side of the proletariat. [ . . . ] Malcolm is a genuine revolutionary, and the true spokesman of the black American revolt. Its aspirations, of which he has a just intuition, and of which he is the personification, are still confused and uncertain. [ . . . ]

        It is within the same perspective, I believe, that we must understand what we can only call the mythology he offers his race. [ . . . ] Is it not above all precisely when his followers get discouraged that they should be offered a new image of themselves—an image all the more glorious, the longer their previous existence in contemptuous cultural anonymity. [ . . . ]

        The greater his past wretchedness, the more the black’s negritude must now be made to appear desirable. [ . . . ] The whole structure of the universe has to be recast to meet this new emergency: the past and the future, art and metaphysics; the first man was black, and the man of the future will be black, even to God himself, who has always been black, not white, as those ignorant, tendentious commentators of Holy Writ would have him.

        These are myths, to be sure! A sort of mass delirium, as disastrous as those of the oppressor! That much is certain, and Baldwin, the artist and thinker, is terrified at the discovery. [ . . . ] They are more correctly counter-myths, the crazed reaction to the accuser’s own folly. The white is a horrible monster, asserts Malcolm, and the black an angel: an African writer had already explained to us that all civilization is of black origin; it had to be, since the whites had turned the blacks into monsters and had imposed themselves as the ideal culture, beauty and truth. [ . . . ]

        King’s policy of love is scarcely less myth-inspired than Malcolm’s open violence. Is there not something quite unrealistic in the attempt to solve the blacks’ problem “by disturbing the self-satisfaction of the whites”? [ . . . ] Hence the importance of religion among all the black leaders: King is a minister, as were his father and grandfather before him; Baldwin has preached in the pulpit; Malcolm abjures Christianity, only to adopt another religion—Islam. [ . . . ] Mohammedanism acts as an exact counter-myth to Christianity. To be sure, it is also the religion of many colonized Africans. [ . . . ] It is by no means certain that Mohammedans in other parts of the world could still recognize their own religion in this universe of black angels and white devils. [ . . . ]

        To dare attack so apparently impregnable a position, they needed the battering ram of the most powerfully destructive myths; at the very least, radical condemnation of the white and a new Messianic religion which favored the blacks. The Hebrews needed the Column of Fire and the offer of the Promised Land to persuade them to leave Egypt, and these myths have been revived in their entirety by the present-day Zionists. [ . . . ]

        In actual fact, King and Malcolm draw on two myths, or two counter-myths born out of the affliction of the black American. Both of them demand freedom and dignity for their people, but they each translate in their own way one of another of the answers that the down-trodden black can give his oppressor. King hopes to disarm the whites by a great act of love, repeated over and over until the two races fuse and become one. [ . . . ] But how can one ever expect the oppressor’s consent, when in the contract that seals their union he must sign away his privileges? [ . . . ] Malcolm is purely the embodiment of this intuition, on the verge of despair, that all is useless; revolt is first of all the acknowledgement of an impossible situation.

        Then, of course, comes the period of extremism. And certainly the revolt destroys—perhaps forever—all hope of integration: the revolutionary quite clearly stands for permanent segregation. Was he not already cut off? Whose fault is it if the only hope of salvation he can see now lies in divorce and violence? Later perhaps there will be a return to Baldwin’s way of thinking, to a greater lucidity in self-examination and in the understanding of one’s own people and of others. [ . . . ]

      
      
        A Total Revolt

        Colonized peoples, Jews, women, the poor show a kind of family likeness; all bear a burden which leaves the same bruises on their soul, and similarly distorts their behavior. [ . . . ] We all feel slight hesitation in placing the black American in this portrait gallery, and the fault is not entirely ours. Black Americans are certainly an oppressed race; we could guess as much from their music, and it is apparent in the comedies of the American Belle Epoque, where blacks were always portrayed as servants, elevator operators and shoe-shine boys, never as heroes and never in positions of authority. [ . . . ] Later, we really came to know them, as GIs, as well-built, well-fed and well-dressed as their white counterparts. Laughing, they offered us canned meat, and we were grateful for it. [ . . . ] In the mess, for instance, a drunken white soldier would call them niggers, and this strangely sent them into towering rages [ . . . ] But at the same time the patriotic films of the period taught us that the black man, though insulted, behaved nobly like a loyal comrade: under enemy fire he would save the life of the white man, now sober and wounded, and receive his apologies. [ . . . ] The great American democracy would, with the passing of time, take it upon itself to raise them to the others’ level. [ . . . ]

        I had almost forgotten the lynchings; [ . . . ] a black man would be captured by an hysterical crowd, lynched, hung, sprayed with gasoline and burned. [ . . . ] The two pictures: the one of a prosperous, free and democratic America, the other of these mediaeval bonfires, could not be reconciled, and so, as quickly as we could, we forgot about the second one. And anyway, all that happened in the South, a fossil land dreaming of past glories [ . . . ] We had all read the story of Richard Wright’s Black Boy, who went north to escape the reactionary madness of the South. The real America, the land of equality, efficiency, modernity, was in the North. In order to live a man’s life and not a nigger’s, all you had to do was go there. [ . . . ]

        Thanks to James Baldwin and to his wonderfully concise, yet poetic, writing, expressed in a language so extraordinarily rich and condensed that several readings of his book are necessary to grasp all its allusions, henceforth we know that the black American is one of the chief victims of oppression. [ . . . ]

        It is not a matter of a few individuals; some readjustments will not do. It is the whole of American society that excludes, martyrizes and kills the black man. [ . . . ] The black American is oppressed by the whole of American society. [ . . . ]

        Of course, serious oppression is possible even within a context of relative prosperity. Are not women oppressed sometimes even in the midst of opulence? [ . . . ] Many African blacks who have now achieved independence would be glad to have their standard of living; but the fact still remains that the black American takes a dramatic view of his situation. [ . . . ] Oppression is like an octopus: it is hard to tell which of its arms has the tightest strangle-hold. Injustice, insults, humiliation and insecurity can be as hard to bear as hunger. [ . . . ]

        Everything seems calculated to convince them of this: the world is white and they are black; power, wealth, pleasure, ideas, art are white; even God is white. How then can the black man not think himself an inferior being? [ . . . ] This anguish he feels in confronting the white man’s world is nurtured in him from birth by his own people. [ . . . ] The black man’s fear, his shaking knees and great rolling eyes, correspond then to a certain reality, but should no longer make us laugh. [ . . . ]

        No doubt, the new generation, Baldwin’s own and particularly that of his juniors, no longer wants to believe that it is forever inferior, and will no longer be content to take the back seat assigned to it. [ . . . ] The present one is overflowing with aggrieved and humiliated men, filled with a perpetual rage and torment [ . . . ] And as life is unlivable with such poison in the heart, they seek oblivion in alcohol, in drugs and in crime. This is merely another form of destruction. [ . . . ]

        In fact, the situation of the black American is not only a matter of opinions and prejudices. [ . . . ] It arises too from events and institutions that are very real and very hard to bear, that weigh on him from day to day, and distort his relations with his fellow citizens. [ . . . ]

        To sum up, if we define total oppression as a state which affects the human being in all aspects of his existence, in the way he sees himself and in the way others see him, in his various entrees into urban society, and in his future in history, then the oppression of the American Negro is undeniably a total oppression. A product of the whole of American society, it affects the whole of the black man’s existence. [ . . . ] The battles at the entrances of southern universities showed a shocked world that you have to be a hero to pursue higher education when you have the insolence to be an ambitious black man. [ . . . ] He is the poor man among the poor whites, who are crueler than the rich because they need to maintain and to widen the pathetic distance which separates them. [ . . . ]

        The fundamental desire of the white man, whether disguised or openly confessed, is to remove the black man from his sight entirely. [ . . . ] In the final analysis what the white hopes for is the annihilation of the black. [ . . . ] Just as pogroms were no accident in Jewish history, but the sign of an endemic disease, exacerbated and coming to a head, so lynchings, hangings and bonfires are the final explosion of the true sentiments of the white man with regard to the black man. [ . . . ]

        Their elders have tried all the false escape routes and none has saved them: not submission, nor hatred, nor economic repression, not religion, not the Church. [ . . . ] No solution is workable while the context remains the same. Since the whole of American society questions the existence of the black man, the existence of this society must in turn be called in question. To combat a total oppression, he calls for a total revolt.

        Total revolt is the result of a situation where those who revolt, having no longer anything to protect, are no longer restrained in any way. Neither by the fear of death, nor, which is perhaps more serious still, by the respect of values they share with the oppressor. Total revolt means war, the discovery of violence and of the terror it inspires. We saw on television the other evening one of the leaders of the Black Muslims; this man filled us with horror by his overwhelming hatred of white men, by his cold-blooded determination to eliminate them all one day if he has the power. It is impossible to deny the accuracy of his analysis: that the mere fear which the blacks might eventually arouse would have the power to drive back the oppressor. A high price must surely be paid for such a revolt, but: “A people from whom everything has been taken away, including, most crucially, their sense of their own worth [will do] anything to regain it . . . for, at the very worst, I would merely have contributed to the destruction of a house I hated, and it would not matter if I perished, too. One has been perishing here so long.”

        Total revolt means also immoral, or rather amoral, warfare. [ . . . ] It is an unprincipled war, for principles have too long been used to mystify and grind down the oppressed. [ . . . ] Since in slavery nothing was possible, in revolt everything is allowed. [ . . . ]

        Baldwin [ . . . ] has white friends, to some of whom he would entrust his life; he advocates mixed marriages, and would fight if necessary against the fanaticism of the Black Muslims. [ . . . ] The truth is that all blacks suffer the same oppression, and that now they have all come to believe that it must end: they all demand a structural transformation of the nation and a modification of its values. [ . . . ] Is Baldwin saying anything different, when he suggests, calmly and with apparent mental balance, that America should cease to consider itself as a white nation? [ . . . ]

        He wants to believe that the threat is still postponed: The fire next time. Blacks and whites of good-will can still unite to ward off the catastrophe. [ . . . ] The Americans must consent to becoming a nation of half-breeds. [ . . . ] That would have been the real solution to the colonial tragedies of our era: an accelerated interpenetration of the races. [ . . . ]

        When the oppressed has seen the extent of his oppression in this way, then it becomes unbearable to him. [ . . . ]

      
      
        The Negro and the Jew (1968)

        “The word judéité invented and used by Albert Memmi seems to be the Jewish equivalent of ‘Negritude.’” In his book Les Voies du Hassidisme, the author and essayist Arnold Mandel [thus] suggests that the word Negritude inspired me to coin the term judéité.

        It is possible that I may have been influenced in my own research on Judaism by the Blacks’ search for their identity which resulted in the creation of the term Negritude, the crystallization of their hopes and concerns. [ . . . ] I have [ . . . ] been too engrossed by the awakening of subjugated peoples not to have been influenced by one or another of their discoveries about themselves. [ . . . ]

        I do not wish to dwell at length on the three concepts I have proposed and defined—judéité, judaïcité and judaïsme. When I decided to take inventory of myself as a Jew, I soon required a word which would express (to the exclusion of all other uses) the fact of being a Jew. I was both surprised and perplexed to find that such a word did not exist. To be more exact, there was the word Judaism, but it had too many different meanings to be used in any one specific and unequivocal way. I needed, therefore, to adopt or coin a specific word, so I invented the word judéité.

        I must state that, without lessening the importance of the meaning of this term, my first aim was to satisfy a methodological need. Better tools were necessary before I could grasp the complex reality which still escaped me. It was only in trying to explain the reality of the phenomenon of the Jew, in studying all dimensions of the problem separately, that I was led to do the following: (a) seek a definition for judéité which would be as specific and as adequate as possible; (b) distinguish it from all other dimensions; and (c) distinguish and define each dimension separately. [ . . . ]

        I am still not sure today that I have exhausted the three dimensions of the Jewish reality with these definitions. I readily accept criticism, but I am more convinced than ever that they had to be separated, in order to secure some idea of their specific natures.

        It did not take me long to realize that the expression, Judaism, which embraced multiple meanings, was not only too complex and vague, but also too restricting and inefficient for objective and exacting research. The term referred at once to the traditional, religious and moral values which govern the collective life of the Jews, to any Jewish community (we speak of “French Judaism,” for example), to the membership of an individual Jew in his group, and to the Jew’s degree of attachment to traditional beliefs. Since the Zionist movement, it has even come to mean a Jew’s loyalty to Jewish values which may not be strictly religious. [ . . . ] Is it not evident, then, that it would be better to assign only one of these meanings to Judaism and find different terms for the others? A little order, even at the expense of a seeming loss of vocabulary, could not help but be salutary. It seemed to me, therefore, that the most adequate meaning for Judaism would be “the body of cultural and religious traditions.”

        I immediately felt that we should seek greater precision in meaning when I tried to take a more complete inventory of the Jewish situation. Out of this body of cultural values should we not distinguish the religious heritage per se from the ethical prescriptions which form the moral philosophy of the Jews? Must all the new works of contemporary Jewish philosophers and essayists come under the heading of “Judaism?” Though these men may be said to cling to the cultural tradition, their findings are quite novel. It is a grave problem, at least for the specialist, to know the proper domain of the Jewish heritage. Does it have a clear-cut scope which makes it hostile to innovation? Should it embrace a dynamic and evolutionary course which, although enriching it, would also transform it over time?

        To keep from unduly multiplying my initial working concept, I have included under the same heading all institutions which organize Jewish collective life and which stem from and influence its values. One must realize, however, that to speak and write more accurately about Jewish ideology and its works, and about the Jews—as individuals and as a group—who share this ideology and in various degrees live up to it, it is most important and urgent to consider the two facets separately.

        In order to designate specifically the Jewish group, I selected the word judaïcité [i.e., Jewry]. In making this selection, I also made a small discovery. I had a vague idea that this word already existed and that I need only attribute a single meaning to it. But the word was not to be found in any dictionary. I propose, therefore, that its status be “legalized.”

        I suggest we retain this concept which I designate by the term judaïcité, but leave it open for discussion. Bearing in mind the particular demographic physiognomy of the Jewish people, it is necessary to define the term both in a broad and a narrow sense. Judaïcité would thus embrace the following: (a) total Jewish population—the worldwide judaïcité; and (b) each local Jewish community, in order to take into account the fragmenting of this judaïcité into multiple communities through the world (for example, the French judaïcité, the American judaïcité, etc.). It is, however, essential that the demographic sense be preserved: judaïcité designates a group of Jews.

        Judéité, then, would exclusively describe the manner in which a Jew is a Jew, subjectively and objectively—the way in which he feels Jewish and reacts to the condition of the Jew. As I previously stated, I had to invent an entirely new word to express an indisputably original fact. [ . . . ]

        Contrary to the word judaïcité, judéité measures both objectively and subjectively the degree to which the individual belongs to the group. As the final element of the triangle, it is clear that membership in a group is rarely defined negatively by the act of mechanical solidarity in the face of danger. In belonging to a group, one always expresses recognition of its values to a certain degree. [ . . . ]

        In summing up, it appeared necessary to clearly separate the following distinct elements: (a) the Jewish group, or judaïcité; (b) the values of the group, or Judaism; (c) the degree to which the Jew participates in his group and shares its values, or judéité.

        I have already given a detailed account of these three concepts and the definitions below will serve as a matter of record:

        “Judaïcité consists of the body of Jews, i.e., in a broad sense, the total number of Jews throughout the world; in a narrow sense, a given group of Jews geographically situated (for example, the judaïcité of France or of New York).”

        “Judaism is the group of Jewish doctrines, beliefs and institutions—standardized or not, written or oral. It is the set values and the organization which constitute and regulate the life of a Jewish group. Judaism also comprises Jewish culture in a broad sense—common customs, religion, philosophy, laws and art.”

        “Judéité is the fact and manner of being a Jew—the objective sociological, psychological and biological characteristics which make a person a Jew; the way in which a Jew lives, his membership in the judaïcité and his place in the non-Jewish world.”

        Now let us construct the parallel between Negritude and judéité. It is interesting to note that my situation as a Jew strikes me as being similar to that of the Blacks. My problem was to describe, delineate and define my personality as a Jew, i.e., my relationship to the collective personality of the group to which I belong. The Jewish group was subjected to a particular condition—a condition of oppression. From such a situation arise difficulties which must be objectively analyzed. Illusions exist, in part the product of the accusations of others but also of the rejection of self and the invention of other myths to counteract the accusations. These illusions are also born in part—and this is a more serious problem—of an objective and atypical condition which far differs from that of a people who are masters of their own destiny and for whom the relationship between religion and culture, for example, is of an altogether different style. The concept of Negritude, on the whole, responded to the same need for definition, delineation and description: the term provided a recognition of the black man’s uniqueness, summing it up in one convenient word. It was a concept which proposed to be the standard bearer for a movement of self-liberation and self-realization. [ . . . ]

        It was L. S. Senghor who attempted to define the term more vigorously. He defined Negritude as: “The body of cultural values of the Blacks as they find expression in their lives, institutions and achievements.” This parallels my strict definition of Judaism: a word which expresses the cultural and religious traditions which men continue to espouse today—and not the men themselves or the groups to which they belong. Furthermore, when Senghor states, “Our one thought has been to accept this Negritude and having lived it to make it meaningful,” he furnishes the equivalent of judéité, i.e., the way of living and coping with one’s values. [ . . . ]

        Negritude, in a more or less confused fashion, does mean all these things—the group of black men as a whole, their values, and the participation of each man and each black group in his world and in its values. We are not dealing with three tightly closed drawers whose contents must not be mingled: I made this point forcefully enough when I spoke of the conceptual trilogy concerning the Jew. [ . . . ]

        There is a certain similarity between most conditions of oppression. I add in passing that the same need, born of a similar confusion, exists in the Islamic world. The same term, Islam, refers variously to those who believe in the religion of Mohammed, to the religion itself and to the ethical values which generally accompany it. Would it not also be timely to differentiate between these meanings? [ . . . ]

        The oppression of the Jew is not the same as that of the black man or of that of the colonized. The oppression of the individual black is not the same as that of the group of blacks.

      
      
        The Impossible Life of Frantz Fanon (1971)

        The identification of the former Black slave with the White nation which enslaved and then apparently adopted him, inevitably contains a subtle poison: the success of the operation—if one can speak of success—demands that the Black man renounce himself as Black. It must be admitted that for a long time the Black himself consented to the White man’s monstrous demand. This is understandable: it is not up to the powerful to become more like the weak; assimilation takes place from the dominated to the dominant, from the dominated culture to the dominating culture, hardly ever in the inverse sense. Such is the price, in any case, for what appears to both partners as a rise in social status. Now as one of the results of this unnatural effort, the war waged by the White against the Black also brings about a war of the Black against himself, a war that is perhaps even more destructive, for it is unremittingly carried on from within. I shall not go further into the mechanism of self-rejection, which I described at length in connection with the colonized and the Jew. Fanon recounts that when as a child he happened to be particularly unbearable, his own mother told him not “to act like a nigger” (Black Skin, White Masks). And no doubt henceforth throughout his life, Fanon unconsciously or not tried not to play the “nigger,” for the “Black is not a man” (Ibid.). He was not alone in this: the West Indians in general made fun of the Senegalese and other African savages because the West Indians did not consider themselves Black. This first and decisive split contains the germ of Fanon’s tragedy.

        That is why it came as such a thunderbolt (and scandal) for Martinique and the adolescent Fanon as well, when his teacher and long-time hero Aimé Cesaire, already a recognized West Indian poet, proclaimed one day that “Black is beautiful.” This marked a proclamation of the end of the “White Illusion.” It gave the West Indian permission finally to take off his White mask, which he believed he had to wear in order to get ahead in the world. But what should replace this White mask? Did this mark a new era of self-affirmation? Should the West Indian decide to engage in battle together with his people, for their liberation and his own? It is at this moment that the specific destiny of Fanon emerges and that one can glimpse his ultimate political and intellectual personality. When a dominated man has understood the impossibility of assimilation to the dominator, he generally returns to himself, to his people, to his past, sometimes, as I have indicated, with excessive vigor, transfiguring this people and this past to the point of creating counter-myths. When Fanon finally discovered the fraud of assimilating West Indians into French citizens, he broke with France and the French with all the passion of which his fiery temperament was capable. He would henceforth have to combat this first love, to tear it out of him, with a violence all the more painful because he had believed in it and made it a part of himself. He would have to battle France in order to fight this aspect of his personality and ultimately become himself. Yet it was Fanon’s particular tragedy that, while henceforth he hated his former colonizer, he never again returned to Negritude and the West Indies.

        This is a solution to which only few among the oppressed have had recourse. By now we are well acquainted with the principal responses of the oppressed to his condition: the oppressed either rejects or accepts himself, accepts or rejects the colonial model. Most frequently, rejection and affirmation are intimately intertwined in variable proportions, according to the particular moment in the hero’s itinerary and the historical situation. It is quite possible, indeed, that there exists a third way and that Fanon’s life illustrates it: one might suppose that identification with Algeria took the place of an unattainable identification with Martinique.

        When Aimé Cesaire proclaimed that “Black is beautiful” and then with Senghor launched the concept of Negritude, he did not merely reject what his long stay in Paris had made out of him: a French intellectual and one of the elite graduates of the French university system, an intimate of the surrealists and a member of the French communist party. He also reaffirmed himself as West Indian and Black. He returned to his country, took a teaching position in Fort de France and became the political representative of his country. For a brief time Fanon felt enthusiasm for the daring of his former teacher, but then he took the position that Negritude was not the solution and that in resisting the white error, we must not yield to the Black mirage. Thereupon we see him firing red-hot broadsides into Negritude, and condemning it in the most radical terms throughout his work. Nor has enough attention been paid to the fact that he scarcely ever set foot again in Martinique. It is even more striking that with the exception of two or three instances he never discussed the problems of his native island. His friends still recall today with what scornful irony he used to refer to his former fellow countrymen when he happened to speak of them.

        “When I met him in Tunis in 1958, he greeted me coldly. Well are you still politicking in the West Indies and Guiana? One of these days, France will give you a kick in the ass that will force you to seize your independence. You will owe it to Algeria, our Algeria that will turn out to have been the whore of the French colonial empire.”

        “Several weeks later tragic disturbances took place in Fort de France. The CRS killed several islanders. I went to see him. He was jubilant: Let them gather their dead, disembowel them and take them on open trucks all over town . . . let them call out to the people: look at what the colonialists have done. They’ll do nothing of the sort. They’ll vote symbolic protest motions, and go on rotting in poverty. Actually this outburst of anger reassures the colonialists. It’s simply a psychological release, a little like certain erotic dreams. You make love with a shadow. You soil your bed. But the next day all returns to normal. You no longer think about it . . .”

        It is striking that he says, you, your, they; he is not one of them; neither his politics nor his independence are involved; he does not consider these victims who were murdered by the CRS his people, nor does he feel part of the crowd which he scorns, even while he incites them to demonstrate.

        So it appears that his rejection of the West Indies and the West Indians was now categoric and final. This rejection has a long history, to be sure: it is still the same denial of himself and his people which poisoned Frantz Fanon’s soul in his youth, as it has poisoned the soul of every young colonized individual who has become conscious of his condition. But in fact we find ourselves at a subsequent stage where the colonizer’s role is revealed for what it is and the colonized rejects the colonial relation. This is usually the moment when the return to self takes place, when the colonized individual decides to fight for and with his people. It is clear that for Fanon this change of orientation did not occur. Why? We might mention here the influence of Sartre who declared that Negritude is only the weak phase in the dialectic of Black liberation. Fanon was strongly impressed by Sartre, right to the end of his life, even when he was condemning French intellectuals as a group. And when, in Black Orpheus, Sartre attempted to reduce Negritude to its negativity (as he had tried to reduce Jewishness to a pure look),3 Fanon was consternated and had the feeling he had been deprived of his identity. Despite this reaction he accepted Sartre’s conclusions: “In no way should I derive my basic purpose from the past of the peoples of color. In no way should I dedicate myself to the revival of an unjustly unrecognized Negro civilization . . . I have no wish to be the victim of the Fraud of the Black world. My life should not be devoted to drawing up the balance sheet of Negro values” (Black Skin, White Masks).

        However even if we may perhaps agree with Sartre that Negritude—like Jewishness—marks a relatively negative upbeat in the dialectic, it is still necessary to live this phase before passing on to the next one; and the fact that it is lived gives it a very heavy weight of positiveness. Sartre’s error as always is that he is not sufficiently aware that even negativity and misfortune, when they are lived, become in a way flesh and blood, that is positivity (just as he has not been aware enough of the importance of a people’s affirmations, even when these are very humble or obfuscated by hallucinations and myths). In any case, every stage counts in the long march of a people towards its liberation and it is quite meaningless to disdain one or the other of these stages by calling it negative. Fanon, incidentally, foresaw this weakness in Sartre’s thesis, even though he ended up by resigning himself to it because it met his need. Why did Fanon end by refusing to commit himself to his own people, who were irritated and resentful of his attitude, though in the end the younger generation rediscovered him by the round-about way of Africa and revolution? His propensity for repeating ceaselessly: “I am an Algerian . . . we Algerian patriots,” which so irritated the West Indians, can be traced back to the fact that, whether he was aware of it or not, he had no expectation of finding the solution to his problem in his own people.

        Fanon therefore broke with France, the French people and Europe; but he could not be content with a verbal rupture; he could not have settled down in Normandy, for example, in order to engage, with the aid of several other exiles, in a vague opposition on principle. He had to tear himself loose to the last fiber and eradicate what had constituted his life up to that point: the young man who had enlisted in the ranks of the Free French, the student at the medical school in Lyon, the doctor who practiced in French hospitals, the husband of a French woman (here again critics scarcely mention the significance of this marriage). “I say the hell with Europe. Its culture, its diplomas, the social conditions which it tolerates are just so many instruments of domination. We must junk it all and say to ourselves that we have nothing to lose. Otherwise, no liberation is possible.”

        Would not the best solution for him have been to return home to the West Indies, to become one of the leaders of the revolt against Europe and France, and to identify his revolt with that of his people? That is what immediately comes to mind. Only his own people were not ready for revolt. In a certain manner of speaking it was the West Indies that betrayed Fanon, it was his country which revealed itself incapable of furnishing him with the psychological and historical remedy to his tragic situation. The failure of Martinique immediately to undertake its own liberation is also the sign of its powerlessness to aid Fanon, who remained alone with his revolt.

        Black Skin, White Masks contains a curious attempt to explain the psychological disturbance of the colonized personality: he is said to be stricken with “abandonitis.” Frantz Fanon borrowed this theory from a little known psychological work by Germaine Guex, that makes no mention of the colonized but seems to have impressed Fanon a great deal. One borrows only what one needs: Fanon had enough personal experience with this feeling of abandonment to make it the pivot of the colonized’s conduct. Once he discovered the frightful betrayal by the White mother country, he felt himself forsaken. Worse yet, he realized that he had always been forsaken, that he had never been a true child of his country. Like every colonized individual he would gladly have turned to his native land with all his demands, to the only homeland of which he could henceforth be sure. Provided, of course, that it could be both father and motherland, so to speak, provided that it might remedy the abandonment in which he found himself. That is just what Martinique could not do. “The tragedy,” wrote Césaire, “is that doubtless this West Indian would not have found West Indians of his stature, and would have been isolated among his people.”

        When the colonized finally recovers his identity, he needs to find the psychological and material resources to succeed in his combat against the oppressor. Beyond this he needs to reconstruct his identity, to acknowledge his past and to have a more or less clear vision of his future. For the time being, at least, Martinique could help Fanon in neither of these endeavors, neither in the negative nor positive effort to free himself. As a department of France, Martinique still believed too much in its integration into the French community to view it as an outsider. Martinique did not even dare imagine separation from France. Revolt and armed struggle seemed scandalously matricidal, even though the mother was suspected of not being a very good mother. Was Fanon then going to fight alone?

        On the other hand, what precisely was the cultural, even mythical past of Martinique, what original patrimony and language could the inhabitants claim as their own and draw strength from to face the whole world and especially the oppressor? Creole lacks the range of expression that can support a country’s entire spiritual and intellectual life. And worst of all it is so intermingled with French that the colonizer would in any case be present in the thought and soul of the colonized. Here we meet an extraordinary difficulty that is present as well in certain other situations where the dominated individual has been subjected so completely and for such a long time, that he does not even have an autonomous cultural personality and is unsure of the content of his liberty even while he fights for it. It is no accident that Fanon has been best understood and taken up most by Black Americans who suffer from domination of this sort. In short, Fanon needed another way, a third solution which was neither France nor Martinique. At this point he discovered Algeria.

      
      
        The New Slaves

        Imagine [ . . . ] that you are poor, badly dressed, even perhaps dirty; you become a kind of permanent provocation, you are, finally, a little more foreign. Be careful to seem most anonymous, the most transparent possible. [ . . . ] Avoid raising your voice, even with the most despicable people, avoid finding yourself alone with a woman in a deserted street, above all don’t try to speak to one; there’s a chance she’ll run away shouting. Because that is a foreigner: he must be without face, without desires, without pride or else he might irritate, he might frighten.

        If, finally, your skin is black! What can you do but avoid going out at all? When the daily work is done, once you’ve left the precise position behind the machine, go straight back to the collective hut, avoid placing before the others the troubling, disturbing problem of your existence among them. And if, one day, unbearably bored, you venture out all the same on a Sunday afternoon, in this foreign city [ . . . ] In such a way you will cross the city, the country, with your eyes closed, your soul closed, perhaps until the end of your exile.

        

        Thirty-five thousand. There are 35,000 new black slaves in Paris. Thirty-five thousand. There are 35,000 new black slaves in Paris. I was watching those of Montreuil the other evening, seated on the ground in front of their huts, at the gates of the city, silent, distant, immobile, a few yards from the deafening, uninterrupted noise of the automobiles. There was an astonishing number massed together, like a brood of large black insects, gripped with terror before an extraordinary world, exuding an unbearable sadness, almost palpable, to the point of driving them mad. This is no fable; they sometimes do become mad. A blonde European friend of mine, who worked in Germany during the war, told me of this kind of sudden rage that can overcome a worker and make him commit an insane act, destroy himself in order to begin the destruction of the world. [ . . . ] Like Samson bringing down the columns of the Temple, the act of a totally desperate slave: because foreign workers are indeed the slaves of modern times.

        It’s even worse than that. The slave used to belong to someone, to a man in any case. [ . . . ] There is no man, I am convinced, even the most perverted Nazi, who doesn’t try to justify his crimes to himself. This guilt at the heart of the human conscience is an enormous good fortune. Man strikes, wounds and kills, but he knows that he must explain this, first of all to himself. Then he quibbles, he at least speaks ironically, he reasons; this is the origin of a large number of ideologies: they are tortured pleas for the defense.

        Now, these new black slaves, our slaves, are not the slaves of anyone in particular. That is to say, no one believes himself responsible for them. No one person is the direct cause of their abjection and their loneliness, no one person has relegated them to these huts and these hotels where they sleep twenty to a room, the same room in which they cook and even, sometimes, organize a sleep schedule, in rotation, for twenty-four hours. [ . . . ] It is of their own free will that they live that way, rent those huts, organize their sleep time, so that they might send the largest amount of money possible to their country; they even prefer to group themselves in that way rather than live, eat, sleep, and die sometimes, each on his own. [ . . . ]

        Who worries about the broken families of our slaves, about their wives, young or old, who remain alone for years and who end up in despair? Who worries about their children who die—their fathers not even having seen them grow up and whose death is learned about through a clumsy letter written by a local merchant? We are legitimately horrified by the slavery which still is a practice. [ . . . ] But that should not prevent us from recognizing that from which we benefit, nor above all from seeing in it the identical meaning: that of the same ignominious trait of our own, always the same throughout history up till our own time, less cynical on the surface today but nonetheless unjust and lucrative. [ . . . ]

        Quite simply, this slavery which continues, which is reborn in our cities, is, in our eyes, more troublesome in certain forms, less directly and overtly cruel, as we ourselves have, on the surface, become, but it always adheres to certain old, fundamental mechanisms. [ . . . ]

        Slavery in the past was paternalistic, ours is anonymous and crushes the entire personality of the slaves, whose frame of reference, attachments and values are exploded. [ . . . ]

        All right, what is the solution? [ . . . ]

        Of course, one could ask for more kindness from the new masters, ask them to give better living conditions to their foreign slaves: that is to say, make less profit from them. That said, all we can do is shrug our shoulders: where have you ever seen the privileged, on their own, give up a part of their profit? In the name of what? Even if one could show them that it was to their own interest! For example, to show them that it’s never good to have such a mass of ill-fed, ill-cared-for slaves; that they are the centers of disease and of contagion; that they exert a kind of stifled discomfort on the entire social body, xenophobia, racism, that they compromise the health and the overall balance of the common society. Because there is, all the same, a common society between oppressor and oppressed, and I firmly believe it: the oppressors always pay a price for their oppression, even if they gain from it on the whole.

        Failing in the matter of interest, one could ask them in the name of simple charity.

        It is to be hoped, of course, that the state would encourage them, would aid them financially in a task which is not natural to private individuals.

        But the true end of the misfortune of the oppressed can only come from himself: underdeveloped countries must themselves stop relying on what seems an easy solution—that is, the export of men. It brings in money, without preliminary investment: but this bleeding of men, the youngest, the most vigorous, the healthiest—isn’t this investment basically lost? And what good is independence if, as soon as they are the new citizens of a free country, they can only live by leaving that country to enter into a new condition of servitude? [ . . . ] Of course, the utilization of foreign workers is the last form of the exploitation of man, of the permanent voracity of the capitalist system, of the permanent inequity of Western society. But it must be added that if it is prolonged, it will also be the explosive sign of the failure of the poor countries, of their crowded demography, of their political instability of an artificial economy. [ . . . ]

        I know very well that I am going to seem more unrealistic. Since advanced industrial societies need a great labor force, and since underdeveloped countries ask for nothing better than to export the overflow of their population, how can one even suggest that this exchange be stopped, when it seems to be profitable to both parties? [ . . . ]

        At least, let the meaning and price of this exchange of flesh and blood be seen. Capitalism has needed, in its first period, in order to grow and affirm itself, to sacrifice literally multitudes of men, women and children. It is thanks to this merciless exploitation, in part at least, that it was able to form those reserves of wealth which constitute its present power. Today it is perhaps necessary to its development that it use millions of “foreign” workers. [ . . . ] They are the last to be hired, the first thrown out, always at the bottom of the economic, social and professional scale. [ . . . ]

        “You yourself, have you ever been a foreigner? Do you think you might ever be one?” Then he would discover that we are all, permanently, potential foreigners. It would be enough to remind him that humiliation, suffering and revolt are in differing degrees, under different forms, the fate of the large majority among us, so that he might understand what this is all about. Remember that you were a slave in Egypt. Then he will admit that the treatment inflicted upon a foreigner is a result of a conception, still barbarous and primitive, of human relationships, which authorize taking advantage of a position of strength.

      
      
        A Tyrant’s Plea

        In talking about women, I observe, with embarrassment and a touch of malice, that this time I am to be counted among the oppressors. [ . . . ] I am a man and have set myself up to investigate the emancipation of woman [ . . . ]

        Today the whole outline of Simone de Beauvoir’s feminist project is clear; it is certainly the most important ever to have been attempted. In the first volume of The Second Sex she defines woman as an oppressed creature and describes this oppression; in the second volume she proposes a theoretical solution for this real state of affairs; and in her memoirs she provides an illustration of her solution in the story of her own life. [ . . . ] Thus, this aspect of Simone de Beauvoir’s work, which will probably find a permanent place in the history of ideas, reveals its essential unity as the story of a single journey: one woman’s journey towards real emancipation. [ . . . ]

        The outstanding feature of these memoirs is, [ . . . ] the author proclaims, [ . . . ] the life I have led in the light of an idea adopted very early in my career; I regret nothing, for I have accomplished my program. While remaining faithful to myself I have been able to take what the world could offer. [ . . . ] Simone de Beauvoir, a woman, and therefore oppressed, has, she would have us believe, successfully brought about her emancipation. [ . . . ] It is our job to weigh what this victory is worth; what is the meaning of this emancipation and at what cost is it achieved? In other words, whether this liberation really leads to freedom. [ . . . ]

        Her work as a writer—which is the most important part of her—had really become the tool she used to free herself, as well as the account she renders of that liberation. Furthermore, this emancipation of a woman, as such, was brought about all along the line by means of her dialogue with one man, Jean-Paul Sartre. Her social and historical memoirs are after all built upon the private memoirs of the couple they formed. I believe her to be wholly sincere when she says, “In my life there has been one sure success: my relationship with Sartre.” This must be the starting point for an analysis of her work: did the couple Sartre–Simone de Beauvoir provide a workable solution to the oppression of the individual woman Simone de Beauvoir, and can it in a general way serve as a model solution to the oppression of the female sex as a whole? [ . . . ]

        To be overmodest in dealing with Simone de Beauvoir [ . . . ] is [ . . . ] pointless, considering that The Second Sex is the most courageous venture ever successfully concluded by a woman on the subject of woman’s sexuality, and by extension of that of the couple. Yet we are told nothing, or scarcely anything, of the sexual relations of this particular couple. [ . . . ] We do not know whether their relations were harmonious; we do not know whether they had sexual relations. [ . . . ]

        If they complain that this business is not really so very important, I shall repeat that they are not playing fair. How can you pretend that it is not important for the understanding of the relationship between a man and a woman to know whether they sleep together? It would be even more misguided in such a philosophy as that of Simone de Beauvoir to assert that the precise nature of their physical rapports, particularly in the case of the couple, is without significance. Perhaps the most that can be said is that the conclusion usually drawn is not the right one and that two people can form a perfect couple, while their physical lives remain separate. [ . . . ]

        Simone de Beauvoir accepts and attempts to justify the absence of children in her life. It had been observed with regard to The Second Sex that children were accorded scant attention in this theory of the emancipation of woman. In this life, presented to us as a pattern, they are virtually ignored. Simone de Beauvoir scarcely speaks of them; a line or two, a hint here and there. [ . . . ] But to sidestep all this in the enterprise under discussion is to throw doubt on its value as a prototype. How can one write of the couple without writing of children? [ . . . ]

        I do not make a virtue of childbearing nor consider abstinence from it as worthy of blame. I do not look upon it as a duty, but as a right—more precisely, as woman’s right. And, naturally, since one always has the power not to claim one’s rights, no one should blame Simone de Beauvoir for not having wanted children in her life. [ . . . ] Everything concurs to make us feel that one of the constant conditions of success for this exemplary couple was that they should be childless. [ . . . ]

        I have been struck by the ultimate consistency of these two lives. [ . . . ] Simone de Beauvoir discovers that the married woman is subject to the worst kind of oppression: an oppression permitted by law. In order not to fall a prey to this, she decides once and for all not to marry. [ . . . ] Observing that a child is a weighty material, moral and metaphysical responsibility, she decides not to have children. [ . . . ] Unattached, and financially undemanding, they are relatively independent of history and of geography and even of the society in which they live. [ . . . ]

        The need to block all routes against oppression leads this particular couple towards a kind of abstraction. Their interest in politics and the attitudes they adopt are almost always theoretical. [ . . . ] She speaks of the “de-reality” of her life, and of Sartre’s also, in spite of his efforts to combat it. In order to remain free, he does not marry, does not found a family, begets no children. [ . . . ] But the resulting personality is something more abstract. [ . . . ] As he becomes famous this unreal quality clings closer to him. [ . . . ]

        If, as I believe, not to have children is, for a woman especially, a kind of self-mutilation, the candidate for freedom will find emancipation on these conditions set at too high a price. Is there only this choice left for the female half of these distinguished couples, the male half of which seems at last to be granting his companion complete equality, the choice between freedom and the sacrifice of an essential part of her nature? If I may use a phrase already employed in my account of the evolution of oppressed beings, I should say that in the case of Simone de Beauvoir we again find ourselves faced with self-rejection. [ . . . ] But she has to pay for her success by this one great privation; on one capital point she has to continue to reject herself. For to reject maternity is to reject one’s essential femininity. And I think I have already proved sufficiently that to deny one’s own nature is never a valid solution. [ . . . ]

        Is a free woman then also necessarily a woman without a partner and without children? To how many women might one present such an ideal, and with what hope of success? This is liberty at too high a price, above all of too rare a quality, ever to be subject to generalization.

        In short, it is debatable whether this emancipation is really one at all. Unrivaled in her description of the oppression of women, Simone de Beauvoir fails, it appears, in trying to find a suitable way out. [ . . . ]

        But is the couple presented to us by Simone de Beauvoir a true couple? A couple whose members do not make love, have no children, do not even live together? [ . . . ]

        How many couples could be content with such a life? Happy in their togetherness, while traveling apart from each other and making love separately? [ . . . ] How many couples and how many women would find here their fulfillment?

        For fulfillment, surely, is the essential aim. We have been able to verify in the case of most other kinds of oppression that revolt cannot be an end in itself; that at a certain moment the subject must strike out beyond that and form a new relationship with the world; that it was probably that moment that marked the end of “liberation” and the beginning of liberty. [ . . . ] Of course, it would be easy for Simone de Beauvoir to reply, “But how many women achieve fulfillment under the present conditions of cohabitation, childbearing, and faithfulness?” [ . . . ]

        It is for her very femininity that woman is oppressed, just as it is for his Negritude that the black man is persecuted and for his Jewishness that the Jew is victimized. The particular point at which oppression is concentrated on a woman is in her relations with men and children. I need hardly repeat that woman is the victim of the whole of society too and oppressed in all her acts. [ . . . ] For the liberation of the female sex, new relations must be established in the domain of love and maternity.

        When I speak of love here, let it be clearly understood that I do not only refer to mere sexual desire, which would be a simple question of give and take, the man and woman concerned finding equal satisfaction. I am thinking of a deeper, more firmly rooted sentiment, which is perhaps at the origin of the couple relationship. [ . . . ] I intend, too, the whole complex of exchanges and reciprocal needs between man and woman. [ . . . ] Women have for centuries been starved of erotic satisfaction; it is normal therefore that they should attack this particular oppression. But subsequently, the whole of woman’s love-life must be recreated, and, I might add, man’s too. [ . . . ] No, our common problem is this: how to satisfy the need of woman for man and of man for woman, after sexual emancipation, and all other kinds of emancipation? [ . . . ]

        On reflection the reader realizes with astonishment that all Simone de Beauvoir’s writings center around the problem of the couple. What else is She Came to Stay but the story of a triangular relationship where murder is perpetrated by the heroine on the person of her rival? The theme is resumed in The Mandarins and stressed by being presented from two different points of view. It is more important still in the memoirs and in The Second Sex. A preoccupation so constant, vaguely labeled “the relation with the other.” [ . . . ]

        The problem is, how. For this purpose we must not shirk investigation into the details of domestic organization. [ . . . ] For, after all, women form more than the half of society, which up to now has always been conceived with the aim of satisfying the desires of the male sex. The principle of this reorganization is clear too: woman is exploited because of her function as a bearer of children. [ . . . ]

        Her intention was to show how she became a free woman and how any woman can be free. Her experience and her demonstration are of capital importance. [ . . . ] She asserts that between Sartre and herself there was the equal intercourse of two free creatures, each respectful of the other’s liberty. Certainly, but to obtain this, she had had first to forgo the normal demands of her freedom. [ . . . ]

        Simone de Beauvoir gives us proof that woman cannot achieve emancipation so long as her relationship with the masculine world remains as it is. [ . . . ]

        I have acknowledged that through the emancipation of woman I was also seeking the emancipation of man, and therefore that of the couple. This is because it does not seem to me possible, for the moment at least, to envisage any emancipation that is not founded on a new kind of association between man and woman, a change not only in the economic aspect of the association or in its institutions but a total reform of the whole, passion included. I beg to remind the reader that I also warned him that the foregoing pages were likely to be no more than a tyrant’s plea.

      
      
        Letter to Sally N’Dongo (1970)

        
          President of the General Union of Senegalese Workers in France

          My Dear Sally N’Dongo,

          I greatly appreciate the token of friendship you have extended by asking that I preface Le livre des travailleurs africains en France (The Book of African Workers in France). I shall decline, however, for your collective work is hardly in need of my input: its invaluable distinction is that the interested parties speak for themselves, and express better than anyone else what they are suffering, and what they hope for.

          Therefore, let readers browse, unprompted by any emotional appeal at the outset, and discover for themselves this sobering account, for you yourself have exercised considerable restraint, when one thinks what these descriptions, these facts and figures, must signify in terms of daily hardship, humiliation and suffering, and in some cases, death. Perhaps it is better that way, and persuasion of this sort will prove more effective and long-lasting. And anyone who looks away will do so with equal composure, for that person, deep down, agrees that this oppression should endure.

          For the raw, unembellished stories do speak for themselves, the appalling living conditions, where health, legal and political rights, not to mention their sex life and family arrangements, all testify to tremendous suffering. [ . . . ] It is a wonder how the rest of us have been able to go about our lives in the midst of such injustice. [ . . . ]

          The exploitation is so pervasive that the entire dominant population profits. [ . . . ] European workers benefit globally, as members of a globally exploitative society, from the labor of foreign workers. [ . . . ]

          One has to believe that there are huge profits being made from this illegal immigration we hear so much about, a form of exploitation not unlike prostitution. [ . . . ]

          There will never be a definitive solution until the whole world consolidates into a global society, where the interest of any one person will be considered as worthy of respect, as legally legitimate as any other person’s. Where no single group can take advantage of another by hiding behind laws of their own invention. In other words, when there will finally exist a truly universal set of laws. [ . . . ]

          Foreign workers, in France and in Europe more generally, are no longer the unwilling subjects of European nations. They are subjected to restrictions, bullying, and in extreme cases, deportation. Although the poverty in their native country is usually what compelled them to leave in the first place, if they accept the risk of returning home, they can distance themselves from the foreign governments and dare to speak out, denouncing the administrative scheming, the legal impediments and basic injustices, either tolerated or sponsored by their exploiters.

          I am also pleased to see Le livre des travailleurs africains en France speak its mind to African leaders. For the problem today is complicated: it is no longer enough to denounce neocolonialism, if that denunciation of the continuous drive by world powers to regain a foothold in former colonies were to serve as an alibi to some deal-making or other with the new ruling classes, often incapable of emerging from the impasse of their own fledgling nations.

        
      
    

    
      
        8

        The Scorpion, or The Imaginary Confession (1969)

      
      
        The Scorpion is Memmi’s most complex and challenging novel, as it jettisons conventional narrative forms, character development, and contextualization. The book uses five typefaces to visually map its multiple narratives and subplots, which nonetheless intersect on the page. We were unable to duplicate this typography in these short selections.

        The primary story arc follows an ophthalmologist, Marcel, who, while searching for a lost novel by his brother, Emile, reviews a collection of diverse writings stashed in a drawer. He comments on his own memories of family life and obliquely references the issues raised by Tunisia’s move to political independence with its “new politicians . . . not much better than the old ones.”

        Blindness, vision, and the evocation of color suggest Memmi’s interest in exploring how writing conveys truth, as well as the aesthetic and sensory qualities of literature. These themes emerge most starkly in a series of conversations with a character named Uncle Makhlouf (selection one). In the second selection from the novel, Emile searches in vain through his travels for an unproblematic identity that remains elusive. Marcel’s commentary on this snippet reveals his surprise at his brother’s persistent estrangement, even as it acknowledges that only in the utopian space of literature could such reconciliation be possible (selection two).

      
      
        Uncle Makhlouf—1 (Notes for a Portrait)

        I listened to Uncle talk, and he talked and talked in his broken, often inaudible voice that shush-shushed softly and would have been unbearably distressing if it had been anyone else’s, on and on all afternoon until the room became completely dark and for some time already I hadn’t been able to make anything out, whereas he continued to follow his silken threads, coming and going from one wall to the other and talking all the while, mingling fables, meditations, quotations from the Cabala, from the Mishna, from the Sages, but always linking everything together perfectly, questioning one author to find the answer in another, confirming, consolidating his advancing thoughts with a certainty that never failed.1 And above all (what I admire most and try to understand), without any trace of the anxiety, the voluptuous uneasiness that gripped me each time we moved on to another level. How does he manage to rise that way, effortlessly, fearlessly? How does he manage to go ahead always with no other feeling but that peaceful joy? To contemplate our discoveries in that bold but unbragging way?

        If a writer tried to say everything, in a single book, would it heal him, reconcile him to himself and to others, to life, or would the effort be fatal to him? Intolerable for others and for himself? Or would he find peace at last? And if so, what would that peace be worth?

        If now and then we encounter pages that explode, pages that wound and sear, that wring groans and tears and curses, know that they come from a man with his back up, a man whose only defenses left are his words. If there were a man who dared to say all that he thought of this world, there would not be left him a square foot of ground to stand on.

        Uncle Makhlouf:

        “What am I? What are we? Nothing! A bug, a mosquito! Fine, and yet: if you have a little dog, a little bird, you can talk to it; sometimes, in the dark reaches of unhappiness, if you haven’t got a little dog, a little bird, you go mad.

        “So then, take God, all alone—can you see him all alone, in the vast vastness of the seven heavens? What would become of him in the long run, in the vast duration of eternity? May God forgive me, he’s not in danger of going mad, no, of course not; but he needs to talk to someone just for the sake of checking up on his power and exercising it.

        “So, he made man, you and me. I am his little dog, his bird, I am nothing but he can talk to me, he’s not alone any more.

        “So, although we exist only through God, you see that God who is everything needed not to be everything, not to be alone.”

        Or this:

        “The Hara district is just the area between the place where Sidi Mahrez2 was standing and the place where his cudgel fell when he threw it so as to assign us a place. So, the Hara is not very big and yet it’s the entire world. In it you will find goodness and wickedness, intelligence and stupidity, greediness and prodigality, unhappiness and every possible joy and, in any case, twenty-one places for prayer, that is, twenty-one of the most direct paths by which to reach God.” [ . . . ]

        

        I ask him questions about his work, to give us a rest and because he is always pleased when I do that. Besides, we won’t stay on this first level for long. He is poor, half blind, his children have all gone away, married, settled down, but he won’t ask anything of them or accept anything from them. Tirelessly, using the huge wheel that fills the whole room, he puts the threads of silk together, yellow, red, green, white, making large, gorgeous, twisted coils.

        “If you don’t want people to treat you like a beggar, begin by treating yourself like a nobleman.”

        “But what if you’re poor, helpless, overlooked by others, Uncle Makhlouf?”

        “All the more reason to do so, my son, all the more reason! . . . But whom are you talking about? Me, I’m not poor and I’m not powerless. Are you trying to say that sometimes you don’t show yourself enough respect? That’s always a mistake. It’s always more important than other people’s insults. Are you trying to say that you are angry with yourself? Hurry to make peace, my son, or else you’ll remain poor and divided indeed.”

        I talk to him about other things and he does not insist. I ask how his health is, how his eyes are. How does he adapt to his gradual loss of sight? [ . . . ]

        “Because of that, now I have to concentrate only on the texts I know by heart. A step in the right direction, certainly.” Yes, that may in fact be the other solution.

        

        The perfect man is as dead. Does he move? It is as if he were fettered. He knows not why he is on earth nor why he should not be on earth. Before the gaze of others, he does not alter his outward behavior. Nor does he alter that behavior when he is sheltered from the gaze of others. Alone, he goes away and he comes. Alone, he goes out and he comes back.

        

        Colors. He came back to the subject himself, as if by chance, without any apparent link with what went before:

        “What is more, colors talk; each of them speaks to me in its own language, each with its own timbre and degree of strength. Perhaps this is because I need to hear them.”

        (He even added, “Do they speak to you?” which made my heart beat faster, but already he had shifted gears, moving on into quotations.)

        “Is not death called ‘the red’? Is not caraway called ‘the black’?”

        I preferred not to interrupt him; I’ll let him go ahead, giving me the maximum number of suggestions, and that way they will have come from him. Then we’ll see.

        What Uncle says is never false, never ridiculous. A way of speaking which is surprising at first and may seem childish but always proves to be astonishingly coherent because—how shall I put it?—fortified from within. In the last analysis, it expresses all the other possible ways, in its own way.

        

        To sum up:

        
          	1) The various types of wisdom may not all be equally valid (but, after all, I don’t really know), but they all talk about the same thing. About what?

          	2) If that is so, then how shall we distinguish the degrees of truth in each of them (and in all of them) amongst the childishness, the daydreams, the picturesque, even in the words of a humble craftsman or in a naïve folk tale as well as in the pronouncements of a learned man?

          	3) How can these degrees and these differences be expressed in a common language? How can we go from one wisdom to another?

        

        Always: the need to have a key.

        

        Coincidence: this morning, weekly visit with Uncle. Fridays from now on because there aren’t many patients at the Dispensary, or even at the Center. I take advantage of it to go and see relatives, friends, and the few chronic illness cases that don’t get around very easily. I must admit that until now, I had avoided that day, convenient though it is, because it was the day Emile chose to go and chat with Uncle. I did not like the idea of a possible three-way meeting, where I would seem something of an intruder, or even the idea of seeing Uncle after Emile had been there.

        What’s this business about colors? Another one of their little secrets. How can Emile take pleasure in chatting so seriously about problems that are outworn and—worse still—gratuitous?

        No way of convincing Uncle; he refuses to let anyone treat him. No way of convincing our father either, until it was too late; no one could do anything for him by then and nothing mattered to him any more.

        “I can see well enough.”

        That’s not true, he bumps into his big wheel and he checks on his threads with his fingers or brings them up close to his nose.

        “Excuse me, Uncle Makhlouf, soon you won’t be seeing anything at all.”

        “What is there to see? Answer.”

        “It seems to me that sight is the most important sense.”

        “No, your ears are all you need if your eyes don’t work, or your eyes if your ears don’t work. Above all, a man must know. And anyhow, you haven’t answered my question. . . . How can you expect to move ahead if you leave unanswered questions behind you?”

        “What questions? Ah yes, well, let’s not get into a pilpul.”

        “Don’t you want to see better? How will you live?”

        “I am too old now to live any other way. I know all the prayers by heart. My children are grown up. Who’s going to refuse me a bit of bread and some water, in exchange for a coil of silk? And I’m always ready for a group prayer.”

        No way of getting the slightest help from his children either: “He doesn’t want to.” I can’t tell whether they say that because they respect their father’s decision or because they’re indifferent. I remember Emile took the same attitude toward our father—“He doesn’t want to”—and I was very shocked.

        I decided it would be smart to play along with him a little. How can a man lose interest in his eyes, even in the strange phenomenon of sight itself? Why shouldn’t Uncle Makhlouf, who handles so many “important” problems, be excited by sight? I don’t mind admitting that it is the only thing that makes me enthusiastic enough to feel like using the word “miracle.” Such a tiny area of the body and it localizes one of the most complex, delicate, and extraordinarily efficient systems. The crystalline lens, transparent flesh, long before glass was thought of; the allotted number of cells used for sight, that doesn’t change from the day we’re born till the day we die, as if the noble tissue were meted out to us for all time—and what a tragic situation that is; the astonishing distribution of retinal cones and rods in color perception and peripheral vision; and even now, even after all the progress we’ve made, all the ground we’ve covered, the veritable continents we have already explored in what is an almost magical universe because, minute though it is, it turns out to be inexhaustible, always capable of new revelations and unsuspected landscapes—suddenly new instruments allow us to enrich our store of knowledge so much that those landscapes take on a totally new aspect. We may have to postpone the explanation once again—a really inexhaustible, dizzying prospect!

        This endless postponement of the explanation is as disturbing as it is thrilling. In spite of all the progress we have made, our powers of investigation remain limited, whereas the world is unfathomable. Now, how much of all that do we manage to take in? Hardly anything—between four thousand and seven thousand angstrom units. Ah, our perception of the world is terribly limited! And yet all of that acts on us, transforms us. . . . Just think of the X-rays in the atmosphere. . . . Why couldn’t there be creatures that we cannot perceive but that do exist, that perceive us, on the contrary, that go through us, invade us?

        In my enthusiasm, I nearly said to Uncle Makhlouf: and even a sort of God, why not? In all events, a mystery of some sort envelops us, no doubt about it, even if that’s a word I don’t like to use. Let’s say I hesitate between two ways of putting it: “I don’t know, but I know there’s an explanation,” and “There’s an explanation, but we’ll never know what it is.”

        Was Uncle Makhlouf looking at me ironically? I don’t know why it is, but that devil of a man always wins. Let’s put a halt to all these speeches; that isn’t what I came for. I came to practice my profession as a doctor, to reassure and to cure.

        “And yet,” I hastened to add, “we act, we decide, we get results. . . . Uncle Makhlouf, do you know the most marvelous, most reassuring thing of all? People find these things so natural—all that complexity, ingenuity, and wealth, the whole incredible machinery of sight that works for us, it’s such an obvious thing—that our patients aren’t terribly grateful to us, the way they are after undergoing some ordinary kind of surgery; especially (oddly enough) those who recover their eyesight completely. It’s as if, once the difficulty was removed, they forgot it had ever been there.”

        

        Uncle’s conclusion, once I had treated him and had spent half an hour slyly (or so I thought) trying to convince him:

        “Do you know,” he said, “I had exactly the same conversation with Imilio—may God bless him wherever he is. He also was worried about my eyes but he—he doesn’t try to be right. He asks only the questions which should be asked because they alone have answers. That’s very important, believe me.”

        This kind of scholasticism always leaves me nonplused. I have the feeling that anything I might say to him would slide off without touching him, like water off a duck’s back.

        Same impression when I talk with the new politicians. Now that the initial euphoria has worn off, I discover that they’re not much better than the old ones. There’s not one problem that can be looked at or solved directly, on its own merits. Everything seems to be judged on the basis of something else, I don’t know what. Yet the Minister is a doctor, or was at least; he wants to cut back the budget for the Center by almost half, whereas even up until now we haven’t had very much, and he knows it. “There are other matters needing urgent attention.” More urgently than the country’s eyes! Or else was I supposed to understand that those urgent matters were really others, indeed? When I said that to him, his grand ceremonious politeness surfaced again: could it be that I doubted his esteem and confidence? He annoys me. [ . . . ]

      
      
        My Travels

        The truth is that all of my attempts to leave for good have failed miserably. And yet I’m considered a great traveler! A hundred times I’ve gone away, and I continue, in a ritual way, to go on trips that are so long and so improbable for the people about me, and without ever promising to return or taking any of the customary precautions, that they’ve come to look on me as a sort of nomad, an iconoclast. [ . . . ] Each time I went away for good, or almost, vowing that this time I would really find it, I would settle down—until the day I realized, admitted what I already knew, it was so obvious: I couldn’t live anywhere else but here. Algiers, first of all. It was on our doorstep, despite the distance in miles, and, as a student, I had a first pretext—my degree to get. But it was just too near. I realized that the very first evening. I was in a little alley just like our own; the walls almost touched. Behind a piece of perforated cardboard that covered their window, a family of some uncertain tongue, French-Italian-Spanish, all screeching at the same time.

        “But where’s that saucepan gone to?”

        “Inside your ass! Hey, there it is, sitting on your nose!”

        Tired though I was, that put me in a good mood, and I felt like chiming in through the silly cardboard, telling them that the pan couldn’t be in two such different places at once.

        Moving in, if it can be called that, into that bare place with nothing but sacks of chickpeas and beans inside, where Jacquot and I slept on two doors we’d taken off their hinges. The only trouble was, there was no toilet, so we had to wait until six in the morning when the public toilet in the Place du Gouvernement opened; you had to stand on a line that was often twenty feet long before you could relieve yourself. It reminded me of the camp, the waiting in front of the urinals, seven of them for two thousand men. We figured they must have functioned thirty-seven hours out of every twenty-four. Then the Casbah, the voluptuous uneasiness I feel in all Arab cities. The blood of the butcher’s stalls—all those severed heads—the cobblers’ broad sharp knives—the light held captive under the arches—the shops like long windowless tunnels—the spices, the candles, the acid-colored sweets, the close smell of fabric—one song common to them all, sung over and over a hundred times, always in tune, always grips me by the guts. . . .

        

        Only perhaps an Arab city of which I would be the prince.

        

        In short, I could have stayed in Algiers, if only I hadn’t come there for another reason. It was Jacquot who gave the signal that it was time to leave again. Barely three months after we’d arrived, he told me that he absolutely had to go back to be operated on for a cryptorchid condition. This, he explained to me, meant that one of his testicles had never descended and was still up inside the abdomen. In the long run, staying on in a place that was too comfortable, and a climate that was too warm was likely to stifle all his love-making capacities. He was leaving me in the lurch and I was furious. I would gladly have left Algiers but not to go back home.

        “Maybe it’s too late by now anyhow,” I suggested slyly. “Maybe your balls have had it.”

        “They have not! My mother’s been to see a lot of doctors.”

        “Your mother! She’s the one who’s cutting them off, by making you come back!”

        We separated on bad terms, and it was somebody else who told me that when he got out of the hospital, he let himself be married to a cousin who was rich and homely. I shuddered. I too had a rich cousin; she was even pretty, and people kept trying to bring us together, all eager to see us get married. Even today she’s the prettiest heifer you’ve ever seen, fat, dumb, and covered with frills, but after all, her husband seems happy enough.

        Then came Argentina and the fooling around with Henri that I’ve told about elsewhere; prairies and horses. Only to discover that I hated nature, especially the too-green kind you find in countries that are too well-watered. Ah, for the red clay that crumbles silently in sun-blazing fingers! Besides, what could be sillier than a tree? And as for horses, what stupid, cowardly animals! The myth that’s been built up around horses—of course, idealizing the steadfast and faithful servant. An animal-servant, that’s what a horse is. Ah men! men my brothers! how I need you! How lonely I would be without you! Anyway, Henri hadn’t come looking for his uncle’s ranch any more than I had; we never found it, by the way, since there’d never been any ranch, just a small bar and a sort of a country house—which explains the ranch. After only a few months, Henri went back to Italy on a freighter and I, after making a roundabout detour by way of Mexico, New York, and Canada, went back to France, each of us to attempt a personal showdown. Henri had studied at the Italian high school and the Dante Alighieri, then in Bologna; I had been to the French lycée, then the Alliance Française and the University in Algiers.

        

        France. Would I ever come to terms with that country once and for all? All that it stood for from a distance, the great disappointment it was when seen close up—so disappointing I could have died, literally, since it meant the collapse of all that part of myself which I thought was given over to it and held up by it. When I remember how hopefully, how feverishly I arrived in Marseille for the first time after sleeping night after night on the decks of freighters or on waiting-room floors with travelers stepping over me, and waking up with sticky cinders in my mouth and down my neck; anything, to get to Paris at last—Paris! And then, the dream came to an end, dully, in a way that was not even violent or painful, just ordinary, bland. The Eiffel Tower didn’t even seem ridiculous or touching. The Arch of Triumph wasn’t even a piece of jingoism or a provocation. It was worse. I had seen them so many times in films, in my books and, best of all, in my daydreams, that they produced the same effect as Algiers: old hat. It wasn’t really true, just a trick my eyes and my memory were playing on me. After some time I discovered that this false familiarity was part of the French politesse: you can be on good terms with someone for twenty years but if, one day, you take a slightly more cordial tone, you find you’re guilty of bad taste, you’ve made the error of forgetting that you’re not “one, of them.” But I’m getting ahead of myself. A few days later I went to see Marrou.

        “So you too have come to ferret out the secret of the West,” said he, solemn, always the same.

        “As a matter of fact, the West hasn’t got any more secrets,” I replied sharply.

        He went on to make every possible mistake that day. I had brought back five or six pounds of coffee and I gave him a little. To avoid showing that he was pleased, he said, “You trying to bribe me?”

        I nearly snatched it out of his hands.

        He asked me why I hadn’t shaved. I hated having people take any notice of how I looked. I snapped at him so fiercely that he finally forgot to be haughty and looked at me and smiled. It was through Marrou that I had the chance to earn my first money—and in the field of letters, I kept exulting to myself at first—until I realized that this fine literary work boiled down to reviewing dull books. Then I felt an overwhelming, definitive disgust for any and all literary tasks. Never would I accept that kind of literature. A book, any piece of writing should be a piece of your own skin that you rip off. At this time I read L’homme à la cervelle d’or, and it moved me to tears.

        But the real disillusion as far as I was concerned, the one that finally made me leave, was the Sorbonne. A complete misunderstanding. My fellow students came to immerse themselves in discussion sessions, polish their store of knowledge, and acquire a professional diploma. I could not have said exactly what I was looking for. In all events, I suffered a decisive defeat; the idea I had had of philosophy fell in ruins. Eagerly I had entered this temple of meditation, after waiting all through the war and all my life long, after crossing two continents and half the oceans of the world. There I expected to reflect on the most grave and cruel problems affecting the fate of man, under the guidance of the most outstanding thinkers and in the company of students selected from among the best in the country. Instead, what did I find? Whole courses spent on detailed exegeses, exercises, formal lessons in which the way of saying something was far more important than the truth and the real weight of the problems that were taken up. Cautious professors systematically screening themselves behind other people’s thought until they had become mere historians and had expended all their energy on securing their posts; from there they were supposed to send forth rays of enlightenment but the effort of getting there had made their own light dim and go out.

        Pale and desperate students, waiting in dread of the final examination that would either open up life to them at last—or else relegate them once and for all to the murky ranks of University failures. What I found most revolting was their resignation, the total lack of any inclination to rebellion. It can never be emphasized enough how many generations of what were, to begin with, the richest, most intelligent young men this system has destroyed! The work team I belonged to included five people in all, and here’s what became of them: one died of tuberculosis, brought on by privation and overwork; one was a genuine neurotic whose face twitched with tics and who kept saying that once he had passed his exams he would earn money and then be able to afford to have himself psychoanalyzed; one dropped out, and one succeeded—but what a success!

        

        My first paper was disastrous. We had been told to discuss the finite and the infinite. So I described and analyzed the bewilderment I felt before our inadequacies, our fragility, the poorness of our consciousness, the narrowness of our senses when the world was so threatening, varied, complex and . . . infinite. I added that philosophy was essentially just that—a vigilant astonishment, a painful becoming aware of our limits and the constant effort to take them into account in the way we behaved. In short, I conceptualized one of my own sources of distress as best I could. Judgment was immediate and final: “Irrelevant; you have not quoted Leibniz, although he is on the reading list.”

        This was the comment written in red ink on my paper and read aloud to a full lecture hall by the historian of philosophy, Jules Barrier. It was true, I hadn’t exactly quoted Leibniz or any of the other philosophers on that fancy reading list, but it seemed to me I had followed their thought processes, or at least explained my own thought process—still shaky, no doubt, but deeply felt and lived, and I thought that that was what philosophy was. Even today I can’t reproach that awkward paper with anything more than making banal and obvious statements, not with being irrelevant. What could be more relevant, more worthy of meditation? A few days later, the first-year students played a horrible trick on Barrier, who had only one arm: they pinned back the other sleeve of his overcoat. He called me into his office and, using what he must have thought was a tried and true police interrogating method, accused me point-blank of having committed the crime in order to get revenge. His theatrics struck me as grotesque and laughable. Most of all, I was outraged that he could have suspected me, me! who had admired him so—from a distance. I don’t know whether my indignation convinced him, but from then on, I found everything that had to do with the Sorbonne quite nauseating. I must admit that I had also come looking for a way of living and would have been glad to take one of those highly respected men as my model. I quickly decided that there wasn’t one of them whose existence or reactions or even whose success I would have liked to call my own, not if the price to be paid was that cautious conformism they displayed in their way of thinking and living. Besides, something odd was happening: soon the reading of certain texts became unbearable—actually, physically unbearable—to me. I remember I was reading Spinoza one day, when I had an intuition that these cold and seemingly transparent phrases were the precarious outcome of his desperate effort to overcome his own anguish and the chaos of the world. Abruptly, it seemed to me that these abstractions were materializing, taking on palpable shape, and they began to weigh upon me to such an extent that I had to let go of the book. I was panting and my hands were trembling.

        I was off again, around the Mediterranean this time, to check up on a few places—Italy, Greece, Turkey, the Palestine of that period. But great God, what (I’m still wondering today) do you really look for when you travel? Scenery? It’s all alike; except for maybe two or three times when it came as a total surprise, a genuine novelty—the desert, for example—a picturesque landscape soon bores me. My eyes grow swollen with fatigue, bringing on severe headache. People—that’s what interests me most, in the long run. But the few people who form my familiar circle are inexhaustible as it is—Uncle Makhlouf, Qatoussa, Bina. Do I really have to go thousands of miles away looking for other people who will still be inaccessible to me because of the tedious obstacles of language and picturesqueness itself? Actually, the only thing I like and understand is the genuine process of settling down in a city and slowly taming it until it almost becomes mine; immediately I become intimate with certain people, I am their brother, and from then on I feel them and recognize them as if I’d never left them. But then can anyone tell me why I have to go off and leave my own people?

        When I returned to Paris from this swing around the Mediterranean, I became engaged to Marie and decided to go back home. We got married almost right away at the mairie of the XIVth arrondissement, with no one else present at the ceremony. I wrote to the Board of Education to ask for a job, any kind of job. Nothing available in the high schools, they told me, but something in a normal school. I assented. A few days later, a cable: nothing left in the normal school; something in a technical school and I would be teaching only a little philosophy, at least for a while. I agreed again. I’d have taken nursery school! A far cry from the time when A. M. Benillouche meant to be a university professor at twenty-five and a philosopher by profession and sole inclination.

        Of course I kept finding all sorts of excuses for myself. The main thing was to go home, find a suitable setting again, find people you know and who understand you, harness yourself to daily, meaningful work. That was real life, that was equilibrium and health. I had countless plans, and I actually began to carry some of them out. I wanted to found certain institutions and overthrow others, and I did it, more or less. I had ideas on housing, on nutrition for grown-ups and children, on race relations. The local psychiatrist and I founded an anthropological society that is still active, and opened combined psychology-sociology consultations—the only kind, I think, that are suited to this country, where the most disturbing problems are those of cohabitation. Before long I even found an opening in philosophy and had pupils whom I liked, including YM. With the help of an architect friend, we built a little house on the hill that people came to admire and copy. But all of this went on in a sort of dream, as if it wasn’t quite I any longer who was taking part. Moving closer every day to a bland indulgence, that I dared to call my “wisdom,” I didn’t even recognize that austere rage that had driven me for so many years.

        Yet I had returned to my native country and I had brought my wife with me from that wondrous West that I had traveled over in every direction, devouring it. Hadn’t I achieved the main thing? My wife was admired, handled with care; we were made much of and treated with such grateful emotion that it wasn’t clear whether the rejoicings marked the start of a long festival of homecoming or were really a taunting sign that the group had won the final victory and was parading its hapless prisoners. Personally, I didn’t even need to ask myself; I knew the answer to that question even before I set foot on the boat.

        A week before going on board, I suddenly decided to write a long narrative. This had been a project of mine for a long time and I’d kept putting it off until I could find the necessary peace and quiet. Feverishly I set to work as I never had before, as if I had to pile up as many pages as possible before going back, as if I already knew that soon that would be the only thing left to me. I don’t mean this as an expression of regret, exactly, or as an attack on literature: what would I have done without literature? It allowed me to survive. It was thanks only to my books that I was able to straighten up some of the clutter inside myself and devote myself a little to philosophy as I understood it. It’s just that this activity was soon going to supplant all the others, and it’s never a good idea to have only one way out.

        

        I must admit I never realized that he looked on his Paris period as such a failure. He never mentioned anything but minor difficulties, food or lodging, and joked at the same time about the morals of the French in metropolitan France . . . until the day Marie appeared on the scene, which supposedly changed everything. The classic love story, infusing all with its glow and embracing all mankind in its tenderness. From what he says now, it was disastrous, he never became resigned to those people or that atmosphere.

        All right then, but why does he seem to feel that his return here was another disaster? Apparently his ties to this country are visceral, like mine, and he can’t live elsewhere for any length of time. Yet he never stops knocking it and making almost vicious swipes at it. He’s not usually the talkative type, but once he gets going, he goes on and on, taking off everybody’s accent and being sarcastic about every one of our customs—for instance, saying our beans make an ideal poultice to soothe the burning effects of boukha and our meatball couscous is a potent factor in the general lethargy. You’d think it was Marie talking, if only she’d opened her mouth, and in fact we did at least suspect her because we found it so unbelievable that one of our own people could be so continually corrosive. Especially since it’s such a contrast with his books, where he talks about those same dishes and the same people with lyrical enthusiasm.

        Maybe I’m not being fair to Imilio; maybe I still don’t understand anything about writing and writers. I recall the anecdote about André Gide that Emile told me himself. Delighted to welcome his illustrious fellow author at his dinner table, Emile had gone to an enormous amount of trouble to find him grapes in the middle of winter. To his dismay, Gide refused even to taste them: he didn’t like grapes. “I thought you adored grapes, you’ve described them so magnificently.”

        “Oh, I like them very much—in literature,” answered Gide.
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        Jews and Arabs (1974)

      
      
        Memmi produced no book-length work on Israel or Jews in Arab societies except for his collection of articles, Juifs et Arabes (Jews and Arabs). Appearing in 1974 in the year between the bitterly fought Yom Kippur War in October 1973 that pitted Israel and her Arab neighbors in another bloody conflict and the United Nations Resolution 3379 that declared that Zionism “is a form of racism” in 1975, the book marked a symbolic divorce with the Arab-Muslim world. Staunchly critical of Arab and Muslim Judeophobia projected onto Israel, Memmi nonetheless simultaneously highlighted the prejudice against North African and Middle Eastern Jews in Israel and the Israeli oppression of Palestinians, while offering suggestions for solutions to the Palestinian question.

        Several of these essays were precipitated when four major European newspapers organized a discussion with Libya’s leader Colonel Muammar Kadhafi on November 24, 1973. Memmi was asked to attend by Le Monde, and he posed a set of biting questions to the autocratic leader (selection one). He then followed up with an article about the relations between Jews and Arabs in Arab countries; it focused on the meaning of being an “Arab Jew,” which he maintained entailed living in a hostile anti-Jewish environment for the Jewish minority, despite sharing cultural traits with Arabs (selection two). These exchanges are followed by a more sustained reflection on the meaning of “The Colonized Jew” than Memmi had previously discussed (the third selection). The final set of texts each considers Zionism, Israeli-Arab relations, and the Palestinians (selections four, five, and six).

      
      
        Questions for Colonel Kadhafi

        Dear President Kadhafi,

        I will confine myself to asking you a few questions [ . . . ]

        How can you so radically call in question the Jewish national liberation movement, and the state that stems from it, whereas you are one of the embodiments of the Arab national movement? Why would the Jews alone not be entitled to what you hold to be most sacred, after your religious faith, to a nation?

        Is it true that you have said that once the European Jews were sent back to Europe, only the Jews born in the Arab countries could continue to live there?

        Do you seriously believe that the German or Polish Jews, at least the few survivors, could go back and live in the places where their parents, wives, husbands, and children were burned in the oven?

        In that case, what would you do with the children of those Western Jews, children born in Israel and who now make up 25 percent of the population?

        Do you believe that the Jews born in Arab countries can go back and live in the countries from which they were expelled, before being plundered and massacred? [ . . . ]

        Is it true that you have said that the Jews have always lived at peace in the Arab countries? And that you have nothing against Jews, only Zionists?

        Can it be that you seriously believe in the myth, deliberately invented for the sake of reassuring Westerners, that the Jews led idyllic lives in the Arab countries? [ . . . ]

        Don’t you think that we could halt this mutual suicide at which powerful interests may be secretly rejoicing right here? Don’t you think that you on your side and we on ours could turn our backs on our old quarrels, regardless of how cruel they have been? That we should make an effort to leave our respective myths behind? Finally, now that each of our peoples has restored its characteristic essence, could we not bring them together to build a world where each of us would have our own nation, our free state, united this time not by contradictory and destructive myths but by economical and cultural benefits?

      
      
        What Is an Arab Jew?

        An Arab chief of state has just made us a generous, and unexpected, proposal: “Go back home,” he said. “Return to your native country.” It seems many people were touched by this and, in their excitement, they believed the problem was solved. [ . . . ] So excited were they that they did not hear the price that was to be paid in exchange: once we had gone back to our respective countries, Israel would no longer have any raison d’être. Because the other Jews, the horrible European usurpers, would also be sent “back home”—to remove the remains of the crematoria and rebuild their old, demolished districts, I suppose. If they were not willing to leave after all, then a definitive war would be declared; the chief of state was very clear on that score. People also seem to have been particularly struck by one expression he used: “Are you not Arabs like ourselves?” he is said to have added, “Arab Jews?”

        Ah, what a lovely term! It even made us secretly nostalgic; yes, of course we were Arab Jews, or Jewish Arabs,1 in our customs, our culture, our music, our cooking. . . . I have said so often enough in writing, but must one remain an Arab Jew if that means having to tremble for one’s life and the future of one’s children? If it means being denied any existence of one’s own? People know that there are also Christian Arabs; what people do not fully realize is the humiliating tactics they have to use in order simply to survive. Jewish Arabs—that’s what we would have liked to be, and if we have given up the idea, it is because for centuries the Moslem Arabs have scornfully, cruelly, and systematically prevented us from carrying it out. And now it is far too late to become Jewish Arabs again. Our homes too, not just those of the German and Polish Jews, have been wrenched from us, destroyed, scattered; objectively, as one is supposed to say today, no more Jewish communities are to be found in any Arab country, nor can you find a single Arab Jew who is willing to return to his native country.

        All right, I can see I’ll have to put it more bluntly: the supposedly “idyllic” life led by Jews in the Arab countries is all a myth! The truth—since I am being forced to say it—is that we were, first of all, a minority in hostile surroundings and, as such, we had all the fears and anxieties of the overly weak, their constant feeling of precariousness. As far back as my childhood memories can take me, in the stories told by my father, my grandparents, my aunts and uncles, cohabitation with the Arabs was not only uneasy but [also] filled with threats, which were periodically carried out. This extremely significant fact must be recalled: that during the colonial period the Jews’ position was safer because it was more legalized. That explains the care and hesitation with which most Jews in the Arab countries made their political choices. I did not always approve of their choices, but the Jewish community leaders cannot be blamed for their ambiguity; they were merely reflecting the deeply rooted anxiety of the people for whom they were responsible. For, with regard to the precolonial period, the collective memory of the Jews of Tunis leaves not the smallest doubt. The few narratives and stories that remain to us of that time paint a somber picture. The Jewish communities lived in the shadows of history, in a climate of arbitrariness and fear, under all-powerful monarchs whose decisions could not be annulled nor even discussed. Everyone, you say, had to submit to those monarchs, sultans, beys, or deys. Yes, but Jews were delivered up not only to the monarch but also to the man in the street. My grandfather still wore distinguishing marks on his clothing; and he lived at a time when any Jewish passerby was liable to be hit on the head by any Moslem he met. That pleasing ritual even had a name, chtáká, and included a sacramental phrase that I have since forgotten. A French student of Arabic once protested to me, during a meeting: “In the Moslem countries, Christians were no better off.” That is true, but what of it? That is an argument that cuts both ways, for what it is really saying is that no member of any minority lived in peace and dignity in a predominantly Arab country! There was, however, one considerable difference: the Christians were generally foreigners, and as such they were protected by their respective countries. If some emir or some Berber pirate wanted to enslave a missionary, he had to face the government of the country from which the missionary came, even the Vatican or the Knights of Malta. But no one was going to save a Jew, because the Jews had been born in those countries and as such were handed over to “their” monarchs’ whims. Never, I repeat never—except perhaps for two or three eras with very clear boundaries in time, such as the Andalusian period, and even then—have the Jews lived in the Arab countries otherwise than as diminished people in an exposed position, periodically overcome and massacred so that they would be acutely conscious of their position.

        Thus, during colonization, the Jews acquired a certain degree of security; this was true even for the poorest classes, whereas traditionally it was only the wealthiest Jews, those who lived in the European part of the city, who lived more or less decently. The population in those quarters was more cosmopolitan, and the Italian or French Jews were generally less closely in contact with the Arab population. Even those Jews, however, remained second-class citizens, subjected from time to time to an explosion of popular wrath that the French, English, or Italian colonizers, deliberately or through indifference, did not always quell in time.

        I have experienced alerts in the ghetto—the doors and windows being closed, my father running home after hastily locking and bolting his store because of the spreading rumor that a pogrom was imminent. My parents stocked up on food in expectation of a siege, which did not necessarily take place in fact, but this gives some idea of our anxiety, our permanent insecurity. At those times, we felt abandoned by the whole world including—alas!—the Protectorate authorities. I cannot prove that those authorities deliberately made use of such movements for internal political purposes, as distracting from a possible revolt against the colonial power, but that is what we—we Jews in the poor districts, at least—felt. My own father firmly believed that when the Tunisian infantry went off to the front during the war, the Jewish population was clearly handed over to them. We believed that the French and Tunisian authorities at best closed their eyes to the extortions practiced on our ghetto by which soldiers, or malcontents, relieved their feelings. The police did not come, or else arrived hours after it was all over. . . .

        Shortly before the end of the colonial period, we shared an experience with Europe: the German occupation.

        In my novel, The Pillar of Salt, I have told how the French authorities coldly abandoned us to the Germans. But I must add that we also lived amidst a hostile Arab population. . . . That is why very few of us were able to get through the lines to join the Allies. A few people tried it anyhow; they were usually denounced and caught.

        Nonetheless, we tended to forget that terrible period once Tunisia became independent. Few Jews, it must be acknowledged, took an active part in the fight for independence, but, on the whole, the percentage was not so very much lower than for the great bulk of non-Jewish Tunisians. On the other hand, our intellectuals, including the communists, and there were a great many of them, took a clear stand in favor of Tunisian independence; some of them fought in the ranks of the Destour. I myself belonged to the small team that, in 1956, or so, some time before Tunisia became independent, founded the newspaper called Jeune Afrique. I was to pay dearly for that, later on.

        After independence, at any rate, the bourgeoisie, who made up a considerable portion of the Jewish population, thought that they would be able to work with the new authorities, that it was possible to get along with the Tunisian population. We were Tunisian citizens, and we had sincerely decided to “play the game.” Ah! It would not have taken much to keep us on the Tunisians’ side! But what did the Tunisians do? Just like the Moroccans and the Algerians, they liquidated their Jewish communities. They went about it with intelligence and flexibility. They did not use overt brutality, as in other Arab countries. It would in fact have been difficult for them to do so, after so many services rendered, so much assistance given by a large portion of our intellectuals. There were other reasons too: worldwide public opinion, which took a close interest in what went on in our countries, and the matter of American aid, which the new authorities so badly needed. But they strangled the Jewish community by economic measures. Where tradesmen were concerned, it was easy: all they had to do was refuse to renew their permits and refuse to grant import licenses, and at the same time give advantages to their Moslem competitors. With regard to the administration, things were no more complicated: Jews were not hired; or those already employed were faced with insurmountable linguistic difficulties that were not imposed on the Moslems. From time to time, an engineer or some big merchant was sent to prison on the strength of mysterious Kafkaesque accusations that made all the others panic.

        Not to mention of course, another factor: the relative nearness of the Israeli-Arab conflict. At every new crisis, every event of any importance, the rabble invaded the streets, burning Jewish stores; this happened again during the Yom Kippur War in 1973. Bourguiba was probably never hostile to the Jews, but always there was that singular “delay” that meant that the police didn’t arrive on the scene until after the stores had been looted and burned.2 Under the circumstances, what is surprising about the fact that the exodus toward France and Israel continued, and even speeded up?

        I left Tunisia myself, partly for professional reasons, for the sake of joining the literary world, but also because I could not have gone on living in that atmosphere of underhanded, and sometimes unconcealed, segregation.

        Naturally, it is out of the question to regret the stands we took, in the name of historical justice, in favor of the Arab peoples. I do not regret anything—neither having written The Colonizer and the Colonized, nor having applauded each time a people of the Maghreb became independent. In fact, I have continued to defend the Arabs in Europe itself, through countless administrative formalities, papers, signatures, manifestos. . . . But let’s be frank: We were defending the Arabs because they were oppressed. If they are oppressed no longer, if they in turn become oppressors, or if they have unjust political regimes, then I don’t see why they should not be asked to account for their actions. Today, Arab nations exist, and they have a foreign policy, they have social classes, they have their rich and their poor. Besides, unlike many people, I never believed in the liberals’ naive assumption nor in the communists’ sly claim that after independence there would be no problems, that our countries would be lay states wherein Europeans, Jews, and Moslems would cohabit on good terms with one an other.

        I knew, in fact, that once the country had achieved independence, there would not be much room in it for us. Young nations are very exclusive, for one thing; for another, the Arab constitutions are not very compatible with the lay, or secular, concept. Colonel Kadhafi gave us a timely reminder of that not long ago, and, in so doing, he was merely saying out loud what other people silently think. I was also aware of the problem of the more humble elements among the colonists themselves, the “petits colons,” but I thought that all of that was the inevitable conclusion of an establishment doomed by history. I believed that the gamble was worth taking in spite of every thing. After all, we never had had very much room in the country; it would be enough if we were allowed to live in peace. The situation was dramatic, but it was historical drama, not tragedy; and solutions, though mediocre, did exist. But, no, as it turned out, not even that was possible; we were all obliged to leave, one after the other.

        At that juncture, I arrived in France, and there came face to face with a fable that was very popular among the left-wingers in Paris, namely, that the Jews had always lived in perfect harmony with the Arabs. I was almost congratulated on having been born in one of those countries where race discrimination and xenophobia were unknown. [ . . . ] But it did begin to bother me when it became a political argument, that is, from 1967 on. The Arabs then got the idea of using this countertruth, which moreover, fell on very favorable ground: the reaction against Israel after its 1967 victory. Now it is time to denounce this fraud.

        If I had to explain why this myth has been so successful, I would list five converging factors. The first one is the fruit of Arab propaganda: “The Arabs have never hurt the Jews, so why do the Jews come and take their land away from them, whereas responsibility for the Jewish condition lies entirely with Europe? Full responsibility for the Middle East conflict lies with the European Jews. The Arab Jews have never wanted to found a separate country and are full of trusting friendship for the Moslem Arabs.” This is doubly untrue: the Arab Jews mistrust the Moslems even more than the Europeans do, and they dreamed of the Promised Land, Eretz Israel, long before the Russians and the Poles did.

        The second argument is due to the cogitations of one portion of the European left: the Arabs were oppressed people, therefore they could not be anti-Semitic. This is stupidly Manichaean: as if you could not be oppressed and racist at the same time! As if workers were not xenophobic! Besides, the maneuver is too obvious: opposing Zionism, which bothers the USSR, with a clear conscience.

        The third factor we owe to contemporary historians—including, oddly enough, Western Jewish historians. Having suffered the frightful Nazi slaughter, those Jewish historians could not even imagine such a thing elsewhere. But if we leave out the crematoria and the murders committed in Russia, from Kichinev to Stalin, the sum total of the Jewish victims of the Christian world is probably no greater than the total number of victims of the successive pogroms, both big and small, perpetrated in the Moslem countries. Until now, Jewish history has been written by Western Jews; there has never been any great Eastern Jewish historian. As a result, only the Western facets of the Jewish misfortune are known. The reader will recall the absurd distinction that Jules Isaac,3 who usually had better ideas, made between “true” and “false” anti-Semitism, the “true” being the result of Christianity. The truth is that it is not only Christianity that creates anti-Semitism but also the fact that the Jews are in the minority, whether in the world of Christianity or in that of Islam. I am sorry to say that by making anti-Semitism a Christian creation, Isaac minimized the tragedy of the Jews in the Arab countries and helped to create a false understanding of the question.

        Fourth factor: many Israelis, extremely worried at the idea of their coexistence with their Arab neighbors, want to believe that there was already such coexistence in the past; otherwise the whole undertaking would seem hopeless! Whereas, in order to survive, it is better to be lucid and take one’s surroundings into account.

        Fifth and final factor: our complicity, as Jews of and in the Arab countries, our more or less conscious complaisance as uprooted people tending to embellish the past, people whose nostalgia for their native Eastern homelands makes them minimize or even completely erase the memory of persecution. In our recollections and our imagination, it was an altogether marvelous life, whereas our own newspapers of the times bear witness to the contrary.

        Ah, how I would have liked all that to be true! How I would have liked us to have led an exceptional life compared with the usual Jewish condition! Unfortunately, all that is as false as can be: the Jews lived very badly in the Arab-dominated countries. The State of Israel did not stem solely from the unhappiness of European Jews. Unlike what part of the political left in Europe thinks—if thought there be—a people can very well free itself from oppression and in turn become an oppressor itself, oppressing, for instance, its own minorities. We see this happen with so many new nations.

        And now?

        Now, it is out of the question for us to return to an Arab country, as we are insincerely invited to do. The very idea would seem grotesque to all the Jews who have fled those countries—the gallows in Iraq, the rapes, the sodomies of Egyptian prisons, the political and cultural alienation, the economic strangling practiced in the most moderate countries. The Arabs’ attitude toward us does not seem to me much different from what it has always been. The Arabs never did more than tolerate the existence of the Jewish minorities. They still haven’t got over their surprise at seeing their former subordinates lift up their heads and even wish to win their national independence! For the Arabs, only one answer was conceivable: off with the Jews’ heads. The Arabs want Israel destroyed. There had been great hopes for the Algiers summit meeting.4 But what demands were actually made there? Two items recur, as a leitmotiv: the restitution of all the land occupied by Israel, and restoration of their full national rights to the Palestinians. There might be some illusions about the first argument, but what about the second? What does it amount to? To setting up the Palestinians as the masters in Haifa or Jaffa? In other words, the end of Israel. If that is not the idea, if the idea is merely to divide up the land, then why don’t they say so? But on the contrary: the Palestinians have never stopped claiming the entire region, and the Arab summit meetings continue, all alike. The Algiers summit took up where the one in Khartoum left off; there is no fundamental difference from one to the other. In other words, the Arabs’ official position, whether implicit or out in the open, brutal or subtle, is nothing other than the perpetuation of the anti-Semitism we have already experienced. Today, just as yesterday, it is our life that is at stake. A day must come when the Moslem Arabs will admit that we too, we Jewish Arabs, or Arab Jews, if you will, have a right to existence and dignity.

      
      
        The Colonized Jew

        Does anyone even know that we too were colonized for centuries, and not just by the French but by the Arabs as well? That our ghetto was one of the poorest in the world, that our exodus was one of the most pitiful?

        I myself have never tried to take our case up seriously, at length. I wrote an entire book on colonization, in which I sketched a portrait of “the colonizer and the colonized,” but how much of that did I devote to the colonized Jew? Only a few lines. [ . . . ]

        But that the Jew had indeed been colonized, had endured all the deficiencies, humiliations, and destructions endured by other colonized men, had shown the reactional and relational types of conduct of any dominated man—this I never said in so many words [ . . . ]

        What was the Jews’ situation? [ . . . ] They were characterized I believe by two specific features, which I did at least suggest, though too rapidly, in the The Colonizer and the Colonized: with regard to the Jewish condition in general, and with regard to the other colonized peoples.

        To the extent that, in a colony, anything which is not on the colonizer’s side bears a common denominator, the physiognomy of the North African Jew is largely identical to that of the colonized man: the situation of the North African Jew is also that of the colonized man. [ . . . ] The colonial condition is by no means accidental and secondary; on the contrary, it is indispensable to an understanding of Judaism in the Maghreb.

        Politically speaking, the Tunisian and Moroccan Jews belonged to the ranks of the colonized. I am leaving aside the Algerians, because it is the fashion to make that distinction although I am convinced it is a distinction of form only, not substance.5 The colonizer wanted it that way. Without always saying it openly, the colonizer carefully measured the amount of legal and political westernization doled out to the Jews. Naturalization was never tolerated in any but the smallest doses. For instance, it was not until a few years before independence that Tunisian Jews were able to obtain jobs in the civil service. And so forth. The colonized Jew did in fact share the restrictions and persecutions borne by the colonized people in general.

        But this historic and very real oppression was not experienced by the Jews in the same way as by the Moslems. Sociologically and psychologically, the Jew’s problem is far more complex than the Moslem’s. Roughly speaking, the originality of the portrait of the North African Jew stems from two ambiguities.

        The first one is an historical ambiguity, which has to do with the meaning of colonization. In the beginning, the arrival of the Europeans, which was a catastrophe for the Moslems, was a sort of liberation for the Jews. The interpretation placed on that event, of vital importance to the history of the North Africans, was to weigh heavily, to leave a nearly permanent imprint on each side’s attitude toward the other. No matter what demands the Jews may have expressed later on, no matter how gravely they reproached the colonizers, they always harbored a little indulgence toward them: not as colonizers, of course not, but as representatives of Europe. Today, now that the North African Jews have to reconsider their relations with their Moslem fellow citizens, they are not very eager to recall those ties of affection. I think this is a mistake. During a period when construction is the order of the day, it is in everyone’s interest that the balance sheet be complete and accurate.

        The second one is the ambiguity that is common to any colonized man. In the initial stage of the itinerary that the colonized person follows, he almost always feels a burst of enthusiasm toward the colonizer. The colonized man’s condition is one of unhappiness: he is in political bondage, he is economically exploited, his culture is declining. Amid such gloom, the colonizer embodies prestige and strength, material comfort and spiritual superiority. Openly or otherwise, the colonized man begins to have an ardent desire to be like him. And the colonized Jew is no exception. Moreover, in his case, this saving urge is coupled with a deep-seated affinity. He enthusiastically copies the colonizer’s customs, the way he dresses, and the food he eats. I will not take time here to describe the “candidate for assimilation” again; the whole chapter applies, if you simply replace the words “colonized man” by “Jew.” [ . . . ]

        I tried to demonstrate how assimilation failed, how, in fact, it was impossible, given the conditions of contemporary colonization. Rejected by the colonizer, the colonized man falls back on himself; he soon returns to his own traditions and values, which he revives and in which he finds his reasons for living and struggling. With the Jew, however, this return to self does not occur, at least not in the same conditions. The colonized man’s second step, his second response, are virtually nonexistent among Jews, and for good reason: these traditions and values are not theirs. Let’s probe further: if the Jew was to carry out a veritable return to self, it is not necessarily at this point that he would end up. [ . . . ]

        How can a colonized Jew change tactics in the name of Arabism, for instance, or Islam? Now, the young Tunisian nation and the Moroccan nation proclaim themselves “Arab States, of the Mohammedan religion.” And I must add that they cannot be seriously blamed for it. A nation is not simply founded against other nations; it must have a content, it must have positive values. Those values may be debatable, and others may be proposed—social justice, socialism, what have you, but it must not be forgotten that those values will have no chance of being adopted unless a people consents to recognize them as its own. The only ideology which, for the time being at least, could succeed in the Arab countries was of course Islam and Arabism. Regardless of whether or not they as individuals wished to, the only type of nation which the Moroccan and Tunisian leaders could found was the Arab, Islamic type. To reproach them with this is to reproach them with working for the rebirth of their nation. And after all, seen from that angle, the situation is not basically different in Israel, where the state is far from being secular.

        But, then, what becomes of the colonized Jew amid such a movement? Three possibilities would appear to be open to him. Not possibilities that he dreams up but ones that history imposes on him and which are contained in the logical sequel to this analysis:

        The first one would be to pursue the process of assimilation to the Europeans in spite of everything. The Eastern Mediterranean past is definitively rejected and the only way out seems to be to move toward the West. [ . . . ]

        The second solution is for the Jews to adopt the new fate of the non-Jewish colonized people, just as they shared their fate, whether they wanted to or not, during the days of oppression. Since colonization came to an end, the Maghrebi have changed: they have won freedom, now they are going to discover the political responsibilities of modern men. In time, life in North Africa should not be any different from life in Europe.

        The ex-colonized Jew decides to be a loyal Tunisian or Moroccan, just as the French Jews are loyal Frenchmen first of all. Sometimes the Tunisian and Moroccan nationalists invite them, even if only grudgingly, to be loyal citizens. [ . . . ]

        But a Jew who [ . . . ] submits to the laws and customs of the new state, then in exchange [ . . . ] hopes that those laws and customs will not be so particularist that he cannot live under them without being ill at ease, or even experiencing a grave conflict. He wants to assume that the present physiognomy of the new nation is temporary, that it will change; he will fight for that evolution—just as the French or English Jews would fight against a reactionary or clerical government. Provided, of course, that he is allowed to put up that fight; that his Jewishness does not make him so suspect that he is forced to maintain the same cautious immobility that he was accustomed to maintaining. Unfortunately, that is what generally happens.

        The third solution is to fall back on one’s own totally Jewish self. [ . . . ] For the North African Jew, however, who (just like all other colonized people) has never had a nationality or a history of his own, Judaism once again becomes everything, provides the answer to everything: tradition and religion, culture and politics. Obviously, the necessary conclusion in this case is Zionism and the departure for Israel. This was and still is the conclusion reached by many young men, who also take their families with them. This of course involves certain difficulties.

        Thus, whereas for the vast majority of Moslems there was only one, obvious solution, the liberation and reconstruction of themselves, it was impossible to rally all the colonized Jews to one, single undertaking. Although they wanted to see an end to colonization, they hesitated as to what aftermath they wanted. And all three of the solutions I have just outlined were adopted to an equal extent, because they corresponded to three equally strong requirements: keeping a European option open (and let us not forget that this option was taken up and confirmed despite the vivid errors of colonization); continuing to associate one’s destiny with the country of one’s birth, with which one is actually in closest harmony (if the experiment had been feasible, it would certainly have been legitimate); and recreating a more complete Jewish existence by returning to the sources and conquering the national dimension, which, for the Jews of the Maghreb, was a way of liquidating their own colonial oppression. When all is said and done, I do not believe that political morals can condemn any given attitude. No one solution could be found to an essentially ambiguous condition. It is clear, however, that the one which would run exactly parallel to the self-retrieval of the colonized Moslems, namely, the genuine and specific rebirth of the Maghreb Jews, would consist of their national reconstruction and affirmation; in other words, the State of Israel.

      
      
        Justice and Nation

        Before voting for the most recent Zionist manifesto, the Jerusalem Program, I read it attentively. Principle 3 proclaims that “The State of Israel must be consolidated because it is founded on the ideals of justice and peace exalted by the prophets.” It is wonderfully convenient for a people to have guarantors who carry such prestige; but the prophets must not remain mere myths to which you doff your hat before going on to deal with reality. I feel certain, of course, that deep in their hearts, most of the great Zionist leaders hope to be ranked, one day, among the prophets; in which case they must give serious thought to present-day social justice, just as the prophets fought for justice in their day. Doubtless Israel’s economy is fairly healthy and rapidly developing, which is reassuring, in terms of the Israelis’ future standard of living. Doubtless, compared with other young nations, Israel is not so badly off when it comes to national revenue. That does not alter the fact that the gap between the highest and the lowest incomes within the country is still far too wide and likely to obscure the socialistic physiognomy that we had hoped to see Israel preserve. Doubtless, that unduly large gap exists in many democracies, and it is far wider in France, or Italy. But one injustice does not excuse another.

        What is more, if Zionism is not socialist, then it loses some of its meaning, for Zionism is not concerned only with the building of a nation; Zionism has aimed for the social, economic, and cultural normalization of the Jewish people, as have in fact many—not all, unfortunately—of the contemporary nationalist movements. [ . . . ]

        The second problem, which we had to put aside, is that of the ethnic groups; now we have to come back to it. It is an extremely serious problem, although, there again, it is not peculiar to Israel. [ . . . ]

        In a major newspaper, I read an interview with the chief of state, Mrs. Golda Meir. Irritated, I suppose, by the demands made by ethnic groups, she spoke of people who had lived in caves before arriving in Israel, who used bathtubs as places in which to store vegetables, and who used the pajamas which the government gave them free of charge as rags or even flags. Speaking of a very specific part of the population, namely, certain Middle East Jews, she even accused them of congenital laziness! [ . . . ] That is racist language, the language of people in a dominant position talking about a dominated population, which should be absurd in Israel. [ . . . ]

        I do not believe that the Israeli leaders, or a portion of the population, have consciously sought to use Sephardim for the more menial tasks or have systematically prevented them from occupying positions of leadership or acquiring property. [ . . . ] When a group that is socially and economically strong deals with a group that is sociologically weaker, then by some unfortunate fatality, the weaker group is crushed. This is probably what happened where the Sephardim and the Ashkenazim are concerned. The latter group came to the country earlier; there they naturally occupied the top positions and formed a sort of elite but also a sort of feudal rank. [ . . . ] First, differences between ethnic groups must be recognized; then full equality between ethnic groups must be promoted, above and beyond the differences. The respect for different ethnic groups, the struggle against domination of one by another—that too is called socialism. [ . . . ]

        If you agree that no nation can long tolerate an injustice within it, because such injustice is likely to cause the entire nation to suffer, then you should agree that religious Jews in Israel hold too high a rank, play too large a role and wield too much power. [ . . . ]

        By continuing to refrain from separating religious from secular matters, by giving the believers too important a role, compared with their numbers, in the conduct of political affairs, the Zionists are behaving exactly like the Moslem states [ . . . ]

        It is not we, the nonbelievers or the laymen, who lack tolerance; it is they. The Jewish state was created for several reasons; one of them was so that the practicing Jews could practice their religion freely. What we ask of them, on the other hand, and I do not believe it is too much to ask, is simply that they not require of us what we do not require of them. We do not in the least ask them to give up their beliefs or practices: why then do they ask us to hold beliefs that we find foolish, or to observe practices that we find abnormal? [ . . . ]

        On the first evening I heard an important rabbi call for the official disapproval of mixed marriages. Now, a few days before coming here, I attended a meeting of Parisian intellectuals; they were all pro-Israel, or even Zionists; most of them had contracted mixed marriages. What are you going to do with them? Are you going to blame and reject them? Are you thinking of their children? Are we going to continue putting up with this farcical excommunication, these exhausting, humiliating discussions? I know that many of you are thinking of the negative aspects of mixed marriages: you are afraid of the results they might have on Judaism taken collectively. But why not also think of the positive aspect—the way such marriages can enrich the Jewish people? The fact that a spouse in a marriage becomes a new ally? [ . . . ] It is even historically false that the Jewish people has always lived enclosed within itself. That is actually a persistent ghetto mentality. [ . . . ]

        In short, religion can, if really necessary, be used to serve the cause of national liberation, but that cause must not exact a certificate of faith from nonbelieving citizens. If it does, then, once again, by trying to make the unity of the nation exaggeratedly secure, it may actually stifle the nation and make life there unbearable.

        

        Now I come to one last point: the awkward problem of the Palestinians Arabs. I know how easy it would be here to give simplifications. There are people who keep telling you that you simply ought to open your doors, immediately give back the territories occupied since the 1967 war, or even since 1947, and stop believing in Arab hostility; those people either haven’t much to lose if you were to do as they advise, or else they are fools. For it is a fact that many Arabs throughout the world, many of their leaders, are obsessed by Israel’s existence and genuinely want to see Israel wiped off the map, that geographical map that they take to be the seat of the great united Arab nation. Many Arabs, politically sincere though they may be, have not understood the importance and the significance of Zionism, i.e., of the Jewish nation, as a fact. [ . . . ] I know that this definitive aggression, this new final solution, would be to some people’s liking. Other people, though they believe themselves less radical and less hostile, reason just as absurdly. They say to you: Israel exists; all right; but it should stop being Zionist.

        Although this is the case, [ . . . ] it is impossible and dangerous to continue to overlook the Palestinian situation. [ . . . ]

        Certain Israelis have come to assume that they alone can decide, to suppose that with time things would eventually calm down. A serious mistake, that. Because what we have in this case too is the awakening of a nation [ . . . ] They know, or at least I hope they do, that the Palestinian phenomenon is also a national phenomenon, and that a solution along national lines has to be found. [ . . . ]

        I am well aware that neither of these two proposals, which only seem to be contradictory—economic and political integration of part of the Palestinians into the State of Israel, and/or the creation of a Palestinian national entity alongside Israel—will easily win the approval of the Palestinians themselves, many of whom, it is true, think of only one thing: reconquering Israel. But, even so, it is in that direction that efforts must be made. Giving the impression that one is not looking for any solution to the problem is certainly the most disastrous position to take, in the long run, for it cultivates despair and hatred, from which nothing good ever comes. [ . . . ]

        I realize how presumptuous it is for an outsider to talk about grave problems to the people who live with them, whereas he does not share their day-to-day difficulties. By way of excuse, I will simply say this: while we insist again and again that the affirmation, the consolidation, and the unity of the Jewish people are essential to its survival, at the same time rights and duties—particularly the right and the duty to speak—are not the prerogative of the Israelis alone.

      
      
        The Arab Nation and the Israeli Thorn

        What is going on in the Middle East is no more frightful or insane than what goes on elsewhere, or else the whole history of mankind is cruel and stupid—which it doubtless is; but in this situation of relative stupidity, what is happening between the Arabs and Jews is legible enough for anyone who takes the time to decipher it [ . . . ]

        Since I am not merely one of their friends, that is, since I refuse to take an attitude toward them which, at bottom, is paternalistic and is also, as I well know, a mixture of old colonialistic scorn and newfound benevolence—I do not reduce the Arabs to their emotions alone. I believe them worthy of having a policy, i.e., of assuming the deliberate and rational conduct of their collective affairs—more or less deliberate and rational, of course, as with all peoples. [ . . . ] It consists essentially of achieving the national independence of their several countries, usually by wresting it from the colonizers, and, now, of going beyond independence in each case to the building of new societies. [ . . . ]

        The Israelis’ intention is no less clear, [ . . . ] it is no less legitimate: they intend to finish building a Jewish nation, not only so that today’s Israelis can at last live there in peace but also so as to offer a possible refuge to Jews whom misfortune may yet strike. And we know, we can see, that such an eventuality cannot yet be ruled out: in too many parts of the world, the Jews’ situation is still precarious [. . .  .] Anyone who considers the Israeli adventure without taking account [ . . . ] the threats and oppression suffered by the Jews throughout history and still today at various points on the globe, without referring to the overall Jewish condition, is not really trying to understand anything about it. And to speak of de-Zionizing Israel or of dismantling its structure as a state, which is all that can provide protection to those individual refugees, is of course to utter the most astonishing piece of nonsense imaginable. In short, Israel’s intention is also a national one; it was born of misery and oppression, it is comparable to that of the Arab peoples, and it is no less honorable than theirs. [ . . . ]

        It is not easy to build a nation, especially when, as in the case of the Jews, the very body of it has to be put back together again; or when, as in the case of the Arabs, a modern economy has to be launched from a point close to zero, and political institutions adapted to the contemporary world have to be completely reinvented. [ . . . ]

        I am taking the liberty here of denouncing this Arab myth, or alibi, because, first of all, I did not hesitate to examine at length, and to denounce, a certain number of traditional and still-flourishing Jewish myths. [ . . . ]

        And finally, I am taking the liberty of speaking about a problem that is primarily the Arabs’ business, not only because in the long run it all affects our common destiny but also because I defended the cause of various Arab peoples [ . . . ] at a time when it was folly to do so; today it is too easy. [ . . . ] It does not help the Arabs to encourage them to go on with their myths and countermyths. [ . . . ]

        It seems clear to me [ . . . ] that “Arab unity” and the “single Arab nation” actually belong to some mythical future; as does the image, which stems from those, of “Israel as thorn in the side of that Arab nation.” Erasing Israel from the map of the Middle East, for that is fundamentally what is involved, is an integral part of one of the myths of the modern Arabs and, even though the conflict goes back a long way, it is also an integral part of one of the myths of decolonization. [ . . . ]

        It is obvious that what we now have to deal with is a series of young nations that are too jealous of each other to go along with any form of merger in which they would be likely to lose the autonomy they have gained with such difficulty. Not to mention the obstacle of tremendously divergent regimes, social structures, interests, and even philosophies. [ . . . ]

        Israel is an intolerable impediment to the realization of such a grandiose plan. At the same time, the struggle against Israel must mobilize the energies of all the diverse Arab peoples and create a bond between them, reconciling contradictory interests and muzzling opponents within any of the Arab countries. In short, Israel’s presence sustains and confirms the myth, showing the impossibility of it and, at the same time, assigning that impossibility to a fortuitous cause. [ . . . ]

        At any rate, for our purposes, the whole idea seems to be that realization of the Arab plan necessarily requires the destruction of the Jewish plan. [ . . . ] Anti-Semitism, as diversionary tactic and catalyst, was one of the Nazis’ best psychological tools. [ . . . ] But henceforth there is the State of Israel in the side of the Arab nation. Israel becomes the Jew of the Arab countries. [ . . . ]

        To cease to look upon Israel as the absolute Enemy, the supreme danger, would be to abandon the perfect excuse, which can be fallen back upon whenever a difficulty arises—in short, it would mean giving up the myth. [ . . . ]

        There is no denying, of course, that there are real contradictions between the two intentions, the Jewish and the Arab; conflicts of interest on such and such score, possible border disputes, differing political concepts, population problems—but in the last analysis, there are no more contradictions than between any two Arab or Moslem nations [ . . . ] If the Israeli-Arab problem were stripped of its adjuncts and its mythical diversions, it would be no harder to solve than the problems that cause Algeria to be eyed with anxiety by its two neighbors, Tunisia and Morocco, Egypt by Algeria and Libya, and Iraq by poor Jordan, which in fact fears everyone without exception. [ . . . ]

        Until now, the Arab countries had denied the existence of the Palestinians, but now they are only too happy to discover and use them in order to perpetuate their absolutist myth and diversionary tactic. The Palestinians’ right to existence, and even to a national existence, must be recognized; but they must not, in turn, climb on to the same hobbyhorse of a myth and proclaim that what they too want is the reconquest of all Palestine and “the end of the Zionist State” . . . in other words, the same impossible apocalypse. [ . . . ]

        This nonrecognition of Israel, such that its existence is constantly challenged by guerrilla raids and border skirmishes, leading inevitably to periodic war, [ . . . ] this open conflict, is the worst solution and the most costly, not only of course for Israel but also for all the young Arab nations. Whatever advantages certain leaders and certain ruling classes may derive from it, the overall price paid by the peoples involved is exorbitant, for this policy of waging war exhausts their economies’ possibilities in advance, impedes all efforts at democratization, and leaves cultural development to stagnate—not to mention the lives that are wasted.

      
      
        Israel

        You want to know what Israel is? Ask yourself first what a Jew is.

        Well, what is a Jew?

        A religion? Not only that. A nation? He possesses neither state nor territory. A people? He is scattered throughout the universe. A language? He speaks hundreds of languages. A culture? He has the culture of the other peoples. . . . Who, Jew or non-Jew, has not tried his hand at one time or another at this great scholarly game, only to give up quickly, defeated by the constant difficulty of clearly and distinctly grasping what makes a Jew a Jew?

        The reason is that the Jew is defined not only by what he is but also by what he is not. The Jew is not exactly from here, he doesn’t come exactly from there, he doesn’t quite belong to this people, or that past. Whether he likes it or not, whether he consents to it or not, he is also a reference to an elsewhere of the most disturbing sort: an elsewhere that is nowhere. An elsewhere that is above all an absence, a void that cannot be filled, a phantom that cannot be exorcised.

        There is of course the Book which may or may not be sacred, [ . . . ] that very book, the Jew’s reference, is itself a reference to an elsewhere. [ . . . ]

        And then suddenly this void, this phantom becomes solid flesh and is called Israel. [ . . . ]

        A faithful mirror, and as everyone knows, it is never easy to look at your own reflection. Already they must have recognized themselves, with shame and pain, horror and pity, in the ghosts of their charred and slaughtered friends and relatives. Now they are face to face with their own portrait as farmer-soldiers.

        I say that no Jew today can think of Israel without feeling disturbed. [ . . . ]

        Israel has restored to the Jew virtually his whole being. [ . . . ]

        The Jew had no state, no nation, no flag, no land, no language, no culture. His religion, to which he clung desperately, had never placed him in the majority. His memory, which he obstinately cultivated, never told him anything but his own miseries. Do you know what that’s called? It is described as, experienced as, and called oppression. The Jew was one of the oldest victims of oppression in universal history. Israel has almost put an end to the oppression of the Jew.
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        The Desert, or The Life and Adventures of Jubair Wali Al-Mammi (1977)

      
      
        The Desert was Memmi’s fourth novel, which follows the adventures of a displaced Jewish Numidian prince, Al-Mammi, who is styled as Albert Memmi’s ancestor. Al-Mammi finds himself entertaining Tamerlane with a series of tales in the fashion of The Arabian Nights that form the content of the story. It resonates with The Scorpion in its experimental style, this time drawing upon techniques from North African oral traditions, and also because the main character’s lost country, “The Kingdom of Within” is invoked in the closing section of the earlier novel. Memmi once more blends history and fiction, truth and allegory, in exploring the search for wisdom, as is evident in the two framing chapters of the novel included here (selections one and two).

      
      
        What Historians Have to Say

        I promised—some years ago now—to bring out the chronicle of the Kingdom of Within fairly quickly.1 Life has not let me.

        My few readers, those who still have faith in me, deserve not to be kept in suspense, so I have decided to bring out separately this portion devoted to the life and adventures of Jubair Wali al-Mammi. My readers may recall that this is my oldest known ancestor, with the exception, of course, of the Numidian prince who appears on horseback on Mr. Rousset’s Punic medal, the one I reproduced in The Scorpion.

        You can see that The Desert is in the same vein as my previous novels. The subject is still the history of our family, or tribe, or whatever you like to call it. As always, I have tried to be as truthful as possible, and respectful of tradition.

        Anyway, here is what historians have to say:

        In the Gurara, in the extreme north of the Touat region between Tamentit and Sba-Gerara, there existed a small independent kingdom, the Kingdom of Within, which survived until the fifteenth century. We know about its language, customs, and institutions; we even have details about the disaster that brought about its end.

        The credit for passing down this knowledge is mainly due to my ancestor, Jubair Wali al-Mammi, who did his best to write the chronicle of his native land, under circumstances that he himself describes.

        It was in 1392, after a decisive assault by Tamerlane, followed by an almost total massacre of the population, that the Kingdom of Within ceased to exist. Eight years later, in 1400 to be exact, in the city of Damascus, which had been sacked in turn by the same conqueror, al-Mammi was paying obeisance to the victor.

        My ancestor was by then a handsome old man almost in his sixties, they say; he was wearing “a turban of raw silk and a burnoose as finely woven as his wit, in its color resembling the first shades of night.” This garment attracted the attention of the great Conqueror, who said, “That man there is not one of ours.” Al-Mammi thereupon introduced himself.

        Tamerlane, his interest aroused by his captive, invited him to his table and asked him to explain why the collapse of the Kingdom of Within had been so rapid. Since Tamerlane had just then conquered the illustrious city of Balkh, and was considering making it his capital, he asked for Jubair’s advice: what should he do to prevent this city, of which he had such high hopes, from succumbing to the same ill fate?

        Al-Mammi was evasive at first: “Sire, one does not counsel a king.” Then, as his questioner insisted, he asked permission to retell his own life and adventures across the world. Perhaps the Conqueror would find his answer in al-Mammi’s own story.

        Here is the tale that my ancestor, Jubair Wali al-Mammi, told Timur Lang, called the Lame Conqueror.

      
      
        What Historians Add

        Patient Reader (for so you are since you have borne with me until now), I must bring this story to a close, at least for the time being.

        We can take it up again someday, if I have the leisure again and some strength left. Then I will tell you the rest of the adventures of my ancestor Jubair Wali al-Mammi; and perhaps what happened to his descendants, my more recent forebears—the noble Memmi Ettounsi, who was vizier of the king of Bardo, or Lippa Memmi, the famous painter mentioned in the Great Encyclopedia; or again the life of the sage Makhlouf, with which I regaled you in The Scorpion—but God alone is the master of time.

        While we are waiting, would you like to know whether Tamerlane allowed Jubair to finish his work?

        The answer is that he did.

        Enthralled by the speaker’s intelligence, the sovereign suggested that he should stay in his court and become his historiographer. Jubair refused; he felt he was getting old and preferred to complete the chronicle of his own people. Tamerlane gave him his protection anyway.

        Would you like to know whether Tamerlane followed my ancestor’s advice?

        The answer is that he didn’t.

        The great conqueror made Balkh his capital.

        As for the rest, it’s well known; and I’m sure that you’re only asking me these questions out of modesty.

        Later on, by way of thanking his illustrious conqueror, Jubair offered him a copy of his chronicle; which copy, placed in the library of Balkh, was to be discovered in the ruins of the city.

        For Balkh was taken and razed to the ground when its turn came.

        Tamerlane, however, did not witness the destruction of his capital. He had died a few years earlier, by curious coincidence in the same year as al-Mammi.

        At least that is what some historians think, among them the highly knowledgeable Ayoun. Others, including the most perceptive al-Milli, one of the historiographers of my family, think they have found the traces of my ancestor as the founding sovereign of a new dynasty.

        In the absence of decisive evidence, I shall adhere to the second version. I prefer to believe, in fact, that eventually my ancestor, with the aid of his powerful patron, regained the crown that he no longer sought, after having hoped for it for so long.

        His judicious renunciation of it was, we remember, the condition under which peace was made with his royal cousin and spoiler. But al-Mammi never ceased to affirm that he would not decline the honor if his turn to reign did come. That is why his fellow countrymen turned to him.

        The ideal monarch is the one who, while not refusing the duty of reigning, nevertheless does not aspire to it; who, having all the qualifications for glory, does not appear to be avidly seeking it.

        Our hero won everything in the end, because he no longer claimed anything at all.
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        Dependence (1979)

      
      
        Dependence is an attempt to consider the obverse side of domination in the sociological and psychological concept of dependency. Memmi connects the diptych of dependent and object with the conditions of domination and subjection, adding a layer of depth to his study of power relationships, just as the collection Dominated Man illustrated the breadth of his focus on oppression. Dependence consequently opened a new cycle of works by Memmi that explore a human need as powerful as the desire for freedom. He was spurred to these reflections by a stay in hospital in which dependent relations were daily manifest.

        Memmi’s focus is on the bonds between those who are dependent and the object of their dependence. Dependence not only is a facet of personal relationships but also forms the basis of social organization in churches, armies, schools, and businesses, which cannot function based on domination alone (selection one). He expounds on topics ranging from substance abuse, like alcohol or smoking, to ideals as the basic connection in institutions like religious organizations, which in the extreme becomes fanaticism (selection two). He explores the self-sacrifice entailed in such attachments, even to the point of death—for example, with nationalism. In the appendix to Dependence, Memmi abstracts from his examples to offer a definition of dependence (selection three), making it a central category of his sociological theory.

      
      
        Introduction

        I soon realized that I would have to distinguish four kinds of behavior instead of two: subjection and domination on the one hand, dependence and providing on the other. Two diptychs instead of just one, and strongly linked to each other in such a way that they form a unit. [ . . . ]

        The behavior of those who are dominated has a certain specificity with respect to the behavior of those who dominate and it has to be examined separately.

        There is a tendency now to equate dependence with subjection, to the advantage of subjection. [ . . . ] Dependence and subjection are not equivalent; although the dependent person and the dominated person are both alienated, they’re not alienated in the same way. [ . . . ] The dependent person more or less consents to her alienation; the dominated person does not. The reason is clear: the dependent person gets something out of being alienated; the dominated person does not. [ . . . ] At a certain point in their journey through life, the colonized imitate and often admire those who have colonized them; but that does not mean that they consent to domination. Such behavior is even a sign of the contrary, of their refusal to give that approbation. [ . . . ]

        Those who are dependent, however, are obviously not looking for ways to terminate their dependency relationships. [ . . . ] “I need you” means both “I’m dependent on you” and “I hope to get something from you.” To be under the domination of someone is to be subordinated to that person without any appreciable gain, unless the dominator is also a provider. [ . . . ] The cohesion that characterizes large social organizations like churches and armies is not based just on authority, hierarchy, and an apparatus of repression. It also comes from a profound allegiance on the part of the members, who benefit a great deal from adherence to such groups. [ . . . ]

        I was painting a picture of oppression in order to condemn and combat it. Perhaps I had the impression, in spite of myself, that if I had introduced a third element into the opposition between dominance and subjection, I would have attenuated the responsibility of those who are dominant. [ . . . ]

        It [i.e., dependence . . .] helps us to better account for one of the most surprising aspects of oppression—its amazing tenacity [ . . . ] Strength, fear, mystification, and illusions don’t explain everything. [ . . . ]

        Two more examples: [ . . . ] the status of women and decolonization [ . . . ] In an amorous relationship, the dominant person isn’t always the least dependent one. [ . . . ]

        We would expect to find all ties between such nations completely broken, but what we see are new ties being formed. This would be good news except that, all too often, the former colonial power has maintained its supremacy. [ . . . ]

        Many nations [. . . remain] dependent economically, militarily, and even culturally. [ . . . ] If the end of colonization is the end of subjection, it is not always the end of dependence. As for the relationships between men and women, we may be making a transition from subjection to reciprocal and voluntary dependence. [ . . . ]

        It is a clear case of two competing and complementary impulses serving the same purpose.

        This business of dependence has become especially important to me as a way of understanding myself and my relationships with other people and as a way of understanding other people, both individuals and groups. [ . . . ] I try to uncover the tissue of dependencies that orients its sensitivity, its behavior, and its consciousness of itself. [ . . . ]

        I am thoroughly persuaded that dependence is both a fact of life so common that it is almost a part of the individual and collective psyche and an operational concept so efficacious that it furnishes an invaluable key to the understanding of people and groups and of their various works, forms of expression, and patterns of behavior. I am so certain about this that I would find it very difficult if I had to decide which of the two combinations—subjection and dominance or dependence and providing—is more important. [ . . . ] The forms of dependence exhibit as much variety and originality as those of subjection or domination and [ . . . ] I consider it impossible to take an approach to the reality of human existence without systematically taking them into account.

      
      
        Fanaticism

        Fanaticism is nothing but an extreme form of self-defense, which often turns into a preventive attack. When someone mentions fanaticism, we usually think of the religious variety, but religious fanaticism is still just a type of cultural fanaticism. [ . . . ] When I was an adolescent I played amid the ruins of Carthage and, later, when I fell in love for the first time, my lover and I used to take walks there. Among the secular stones of the Roman theater, which basked in the gentle light of a sky that was always blue, there was a marble plaque commemorating the heroic martyrdom of two young Christian women, St. Felicity and St. Perpetua, who, rather than deny their faith, chose to be thrown to the lions. At the time, we hardly noticed it; when I think back on it today, their behavior seems very strange indeed. It isn’t natural, after all, to sacrifice your life for the sake of convictions, religious or otherwise. It goes against the instinct for self-preservation, which is one of the most powerful instincts of all. How could anyone want to do such a thing? To answer this question by making comparisons with other kinds of behavior that can only be described as suicidal adds nothing to our understanding of the problem. And statements like “It’s always been that way” and “People have always sacrificed themselves for important causes” are nothing but admissions of our inability to furnish an explanation.

        While it would be presumptuous to claim that dependence can completely explain this type of behavior, there is no denying that it makes it much more comprehensible. The passion for truth, which excludes everything else and lasts as long as life itself, is probably a symptom of a more profound and more primitive emotion: fear. Truth is a rampart that has to be defended at any price because if that protection is lost, some sort of monster will appear and swallow everything. This sort of temerity would be more understandable among troops about to go into combat: the consequences of a defeat under such circumstances would be terrible, unforeseeable.

        All of this, as the official ideology of the group, is naturally internalized by individuals and becomes part of their conscience, their soul, their system of values. If this is not the case, why do intellectuals, members of the clergy, priests, and scholars—those who specialize in things of the mind—fight so bitterly among themselves? Why do they take simple disagreements about methodology so seriously? Because they believe that they are defending the truth and that the others are mired in error? Because they love truth? Undoubtedly. But what does it mean to love truth? What is most surprising about those who love truth is not that they love it but that, like those who love rabbit meat or oysters, they worry that others don’t. There is nothing wrong with loving truth; but why do people want to impose it on others? And why is it so much more important to them that anything else—so important that they will consent to sacrifice the lives of others and even their own lives for its sake? Isn’t it because, without it, they would somehow feel as if they were in danger? I sometimes wonder if even Spinoza’s Ethics might not ultimately be the product of its author’s emotions. People often point with satisfied assurance to the adage attributed to Aristotle: “Plato is dear to me, but truth is even dearer.” This is not only debatable, but hardly consistent with what people living today actually do. The average person will simply defend those who are close to him without bothering to find out if they are wrong, although he might, if he has a passion for justice, reproach them for what they’ve done. People spontaneously defend their way of life and the interests of their group: people before ideas. When Camus said, “My mother is more important to me than justice,” for which he was roundly condemned by all the intellectuals in Paris, he was expressing this common attitude.

        The insistence in ethics on the universality of the moral law and on the protection of outsiders and those who are weak is instructive—but a contrario. That isn’t what people are instinctively inclined to do, and the truth is that it takes an effort. That is why people who do act that way seem fascinating and, at the same time, a bit less than human. Everyone knows about Thomas More, whose fate has inspired numerous writings. As lord chancellor of England, he refused to give King Henry VIII his approval for a divorce that was prohibited by the laws in force at the time. The king, after having tried to win him over, turned to threats, but in vain; nothing could make More change his mind; he preferred to die on the scaffold rather than give in. He left behind him the image of a hero with exemplary fortitude.

        But, above and beyond strength of character, what does this extraordinary rigidity signify? Thomas More was no doubt defending a conception of society that was different from that of Henry VIII: a social order in which law, and not the will of the king, is the ultimate authority. It was a conception that would, in the future, give the citizens of the realm more guarantees, freeing them from subjection to the will of a single man. His stand on this issue has made Thomas More seem to be a precursor of modern democracy. He paid for that with his life: he is a hero. What is a hero? It is a person who is willing to sacrifice himself or risk his own life. For a just cause, it should be added. Although that point is not entirely clear, because someone can be a hero for one group and not for another, and what seems just to one group won’t necessarily seem just to another. But is it so natural to be a hero? We are so accustomed to certain ideas that we take them for granted. Isn’t it surprising that someone should consent to die on the scaffold for the sake of an idea? Not if we assume that such a hero is constrained by some other force and that More could hardly have done otherwise. He was defending an image of himself, without which he felt life would be intolerable. That does not in any way make what he did less meritorious because, by his actions, he performed a great service for his community. But what he did was definitely ethical fanaticism, which is very much like religious fanaticism. If More had been able to, he might have killed the king; being unable to do so (it would, later on, be considered permissible), he allowed himself to be put to death. This is another instance in which someone took his aggressions out on himself instead of on the person who was guilty of disturbing the established order. Next to the lives of other people, the most important thing to him, more important than his own life, was respect for a system of values that gave meaning to that life. That still seems illogical: to save what gives meaning to life, you sacrifice life itself. But it isn’t illogical when viewed from the perspective of dependence. Without that which gives meaning to life, the individual feels as if he or she can’t go on living.

        It is not so surprising, therefore, that people should quarrel, and sometimes even come to blows, over a piece written for the theater. That is just what happened at the battle of Hernani, in which young romanticists in red vests planted bludgeons on the bald heads of their older adversaries, who were themselves armed with canes. Conflicts between generations get resolved in various ways. But above and beyond such customary conflicts, and Victor Hugo’s play, which aesthetically was only ordinary, each of the combatants in the theater that day was defending his own idea of the way things ought to be. The conservatives were defending an order to which they were accustomed and which allowed them to live in relative comfort. The young revolutionaries were defending a vision that would have allowed them to overthrow the established order, under which they were effectively excluded from any meaningful participation in society, and to create a new one under which they would have a better chance of realizing their dreams. When all the picturesque details are disregarded, what it comes down to is that each participant in the battle of Hernani was inspired by a different view of the world. For many people today, art has taken the place of religion because tradition has failed to provide answers to the new problems they have to face. As a consequence, and as a result of democratization, there has been a substantial increase in the number of people who take an interest in the arts. Such people talk of painting, music, or poetry with solemnity and are quick to take offense at anyone who doesn’t; they treat works of art like sacred, priceless objects; they organize exhibitions that are like masses and they react with righteous indignation against anything remotely resembling disrespect. This sort of behavior comes very close to being artistic fanaticism. [ . . . ]

        On the other hand, anything that helps to bring people together, to establish or consolidate a dependency relationship, is considered good, legitimate, and desirable. Fidelity is unanimously praised because it is the sign of a firmly established dependency relationship.

        Consequently, we are expected to go to any length to protect and strengthen our dependency relationships, whether they are real or ideal. [ . . . ] An expression Jewish people use is enlightening in this respect. They talk about “barriers around the law” and even of “barriers around the barriers,” and it is true that their survival as a distinct group is attributable to the persistence of their law. A hero is still someone who fights for our collective dependency relationships. His reward for that is universal gratitude—glory—and that internalized glory we call “the satisfaction that comes from doing your duty.”

        An individual or group will continue to protect dependency relationships even if they interfere with other people’s dependency relationships. When I was in a labor camp I saw men fight each other, without any qualms at all, for a bowl of soup, a cigarette, or a place to sit—not just men without education, but men of all sorts, from every kind of background. This double thrust is an aspect of the most diverse types of behavior, types that seem to be opposites: racism or xenophobia, and dependencies that are considered to be noble. The new artistic schools are not content with making new kinds of films or writing new kinds of novels; they claim that films and novels created by other people are out of date: the others have to die for them to live. And if someone else creates something so original, so obviously fruitful that they can’t dismiss it, they will say that they are writing anti-novels, creating anti-theater or anti-art: better to deny art altogether than to admit that theirs isn’t absolutely superior.

        We find it annoying to read a newspaper that doesn’t reflect our opinions; we feel full of hostility toward people we’ve never seen but whose way of life is different from ours. During periods of social crisis, we even support the idea that our adversaries should not be allowed to demonstrate, speak, write, or “disturb the peace.” Some people don’t hesitate to resort to open violence, punitive raids, or bombings. [ . . . ]

        Dependence on reason strongly resembles dependence on irrationality. There is a rationalist fanaticism and an irrationalist fanaticism. Some rationalists claim that reason is infallible, and they will do anything within reason to defend it. Of course, things aren’t that simple. The struggle for the triumph of reason is often the symbol of a more complex battle. Jacobinism and the philosophy of the Enlightenment, like the Inquisition and the Crusades, also had economic and political significance. But, in fact, things are never simple. Rationalists have a need to believe in a transparent world that can be mastered with an all-purpose tool; if they don’t believe that, they will panic and go on the offensive. The Islamic war against the infidel, in which the Islamic peoples forced those they conquered to convert, giving them a choice of “conversion or death,” wasn’t just a reflection of their desire to gain power through expansion but also a reaction to the anguish they felt when they saw other people adoring other gods and observing other rites. If the gods worshipped by other people are good, if other people are righteous and their opinions valid, then what does that make our god and what is the value of our customs? The citizens of one country will speak derisively about the customs of another, but they find it intolerable when someone else does the same thing to them. They make light of the disasters that strike their neighbors, but they doctor their own history, omitting any mention of unpleasant or dishonorable events and transforming defeats into victories, retreats into brilliant tactical maneuvers, distinguished persons into superhumans, and heroes into saints. Legend takes up where history leaves off and presents the past in the best possible light for eternity. And if dissertations and the resources of the imagination aren’t enough, people will protect and consolidate collective dependency relationships with sword in hand. This tendency is responsible for a great deal of the aggressive behavior that human beings customarily exhibit. Every race of people has always, throughout its history, vigorously defended its symbols against those of others and its faith against other faiths, destroying, if necessary, the visible traces of foreign cultures and religious worship. After a war, those who have been victorious construct altars in the very same locations where the altars of the vanquished population formerly stood, as if it were imperative that no trace of the originals should be allowed to remain. In Morocco it used to be the custom for a new sovereign to immediately destroy his predecessor’s palace. Isn’t that just what modern political regimes do when they go to great lengths to mislead the public about previous regimes so that history will, from that point on, be written the way they want it to appear?

        When the people of one nation destroy the temples, palaces, and gods of another or confuse their genealogies and rob them of their collective memory, which happens in colonization and in most domination, they don’t, of course, ask themselves how the other people feel. In high school we were taught to admire Polyeuctus, for his destruction of the pagan temples and the great achievements of the colonial army. At the entrance to the Arab quarter of Tunis, a statue of Cardinal Lavigerie stood as a reminder of the triumph of Christianity over Islam. We were never given any idea of the anguish and silent fury that those who worshipped in the ancient temples must have felt when they witnessed the destruction of their sanctuaries and protective gods; nor was it ever suggested that the colonial subjects of our own time, who were forced every day to pass by the representative of a foreign god or a statue of the conqueror, felt the same emotions. It is not surprising, then, that the first thing the citizens of a newly liberated nation do is to destroy the symbols of their subjection and reestablish their own objects provided.

      
      
        Appendix: A Definition of Dependence

        This appendix contains just a few remarks on the four key words of this book, with particular reference to dependence and to the definition I propose to give it. [ . . . ] We have to make a clear distinction between domination as an activity and domination as something endured. I suggest that the word domination be used exclusively to refer to what emanates from those who dominate with respect to those who are dominated and never to refer to what those who are dominated endure. Domination is the totality of the constraints imposed by those who dominate on those who are dominated. [ . . . ]

        With respect to subjection[,] I suggest that this term be applied exclusively to what is experienced by those who are dominated. [ . . . ] Subjection is the totality of the ways, both active and passive, in which those who are dominated can respond to the aggressive behavior of those who are dominating them.

        If we now compare the two diptychs formed by dominance and subjection on the one hand and by dependence and providing on the other, it becomes clear that the equation involving dependents and their providers is not superimposable on the equation involving those who dominate and those who are dominated, even if this or that form of behavior closely approximates another. Providing is responding to the expectations of a dependent.

        What is a dependent being and why this word dependence? [ . . . ]

        Dependence [. . .  . is ] a subtle form of subjection without a master [ . . . ]

        Attachment does not account for one of the important characteristics of dependence: ambiguity. [ . . . ] Dependence, despite all its advantages, is confusion and anxiety, and it is almost always simultaneously sought after and condemned. [ . . . ]

        What is a conflict but an involvement in contradictory dependencies? [ . . . ]

        Dependence is a relationship with a real or ideal being, object, group, or institution that involves more or less accepted compulsion and that is connected with the satisfaction of a need.
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        Racism (1982)

      
      
        In Memmi’s essay Racism, he sought to provide a definition of racism, to historicize it, and to offer ideas for addressing the social problems racism creates. His definition of racism—distinct from the fear of difference that he terms heterophobia—is compelling and ties anxiety about real or imagined differences to the institutionalization of hierarchy and hostility or the preservation of privileges (selections one and two). Racism resembles The Colonizer and the Colonized and Dependence as a theoretical analysis of a significant social concept. Memmi takes great pains to address the interchange between racist acts and the discourse that shapes racist belief (selection two). He explores the centrality of racism for the colonial project (the third selection). He compares anti-Black racism and anti-Semitism, while offering a historical overview of their development (selection four). More than any of Memmi’s other works, Racism also includes a call to action directed squarely at the reader, who is countenanced to resist prejudices, to respect differences and explore them through education, and to fight against racist social formations politically (selection five).

      
      
        An Attempt at a Definition (1964)

        
          Definition

          Racism is the generalized and final assigning of values to real or imaginary differences, to the accuser’s benefit and at his victim’s expense, in order to justify the former’s own privileges or aggression.

        
        
          Analysis of the Racist Attitude

          This analysis reveals four essential elements:

          
            	1. Stressing the real or imaginary differences.

            	2. Assigning values to these differences, to the advantage of the racist and the detriment of his victim.

            	3. Trying to make them absolutes by generalizing from them and claiming that they are final.

            	4. Justifying any present or possible aggression or privilege.

          

        
        
          Commentary

          The term racism is obviously not adequate to cover a mechanism so widespread. It is too narrow, just as anti-Semitism is, on the contrary, too broad. Strictly speaking, it would apply to a theory of biological differences. The Nazis, adding to the ideas of the apologists for the slave trade and for colonization, included a system for establishing a political, moral, and cultural hierarchy of human groups according to their biological differences.

          The racist actually bases his accusation on a biological or a cultural difference, from which he generalizes to cover the whole of the defendant’s personality, his life, and the group to which he belongs. [ . . . ]

          The first form of racism consists of stressing a difference between the accuser and his victim. But revealing a characteristic differentiating two individuals or two groups does not in itself constitute a racist attitude. [ . . . ] By emphasizing the difference, the racist aims to intensify or cause the exclusion, the separation by which the victim is placed outside the community or even outside humanity. [ . . . ]

          It is not the difference that always entails racism: it is racism that makes use of the difference.

          If the difference is missing, the racist invents one; if the difference exists, he interprets it to his own advantage. [ . . . ] The difference is real or imaginary, important or slight in itself. [ . . . ]

          I do not think that the difference singled out by the racist is always the work of imagination, sheer madness, or a malevolent lie. The racist can base his argument on a real trait, whether biological, psychological, cultural, or social—such as the color of the Black man’s skin or the solid tradition of the Jew. [ . . . ]

          It always adds an interpretation of such differences, a prejudiced attempt to place a value on them. [ . . . ]

          The assigning of values is intended to prove two things: the inferiority of the victim and the superiority of the racist. [ . . . ] It proves the one by the other [ . . . ] Thus, the assigning of values is negative and positive at the same time: negative value of the victim, therefore positive value of the accuser. It follows that:

          
            	1. Any difference separating the victim from his accuser is likely to be suspect and deserve denunciation. Racism begins by assigning a negative value and, simply by changing a minus to a plus sign, can turn any difference, whether real or imagined, into a positive quality on the part of the accuser. [ . . . ]

            	2. The racist will do his utmost to [ . . . ] maximize the difference. [ . . . ]

          

          That is why a simple biological or cultural difference [ . . . ] brings a whole crowd of meanings in its wake [ . . . ] We go from biology to ethics, from ethics to politics, from politics to metaphysics. [ . . . ]

          One thing leads to another until all of the victim’s personality is characterized by the difference, and all of the members of his social group are targets for the accusation. [ . . . ]

          
            	1. In this perspective it is easier to understand why biological racism is so successful [ . . . ] It penetrates the flesh, the blood, and the genes of the victim. It is transformed into fate, destiny, heredity. [ . . . ] The victim’s very being is contaminated, [ . . . ] likewise every manifestation of that being: behavior, body, and soul. Rarely does biological racism fail to give rise to psychological and cultural racism. In fact, the whole might be called an ethnism.

            	2. If the difference penetrates so profoundly into the being of the victim, it must also penetrate all his family, who are part of the same being. [ . . . ]

          

          Racism [ . . . ] always includes this collective element [ . . . ] There must be no loophole by which any Jew, any colonized, or any Black man could escape this social determinism. [ . . . ]

          The same movement also extends through time, back into the past and forward into the future. The Jew has always been greedy, the Black man has always been inferior. [ . . . ] Conclusion: the Jew will always be greedy, the Black man will always be inferior. [ . . . ] Globalization, totalization, social generalization, and temporal generalization [ . . . ] Thus, there is said to be a sort of absolute Black man, a kind of absolute Jew. [ . . . ] Racism merges into myth.

          At this point the whole structure takes leave of reality, from which it had derived its strength for a time [ . . . ] Broadly speaking, the process is one of gradual dehumanization. The racist ascribes to his victim a series of surprising traits, calling him incomprehensible, impenetrable, mysterious, strange, disturbing, and so on. [ . . . ]

          It is in the racist himself that the motives for racism lie. A superficial analysis is enough to reveal them, whether in individual or collective aggression. I will not repeat the now-classic analyses of two phenomena: the scapegoat and the foreigner corrupting the national soul. [ . . . ] A group of human beings, in order to rid itself of certain guilt feelings, projects them onto an object, an animal, a man, or another group, which it accuses and punishes in its own stead. Nor will I linger over the alibi type of racism, an excuse for individual aggression. Competition on the economic front, rivalry between intellectuals or artists—these can give rise to racism, as a way of justifying a priori every difficulty the accuser runs into and his behavior toward his adversary. [ . . . ] A certain embarrassment when faced with what is different, the anxiety that results, spontaneous recourse to aggression in order to push back that anxiety—all of these are to be found in children, and probably in a good many adults as well. Whatever is different or foreign can be felt as a disturbing factor, hence a source of scandal. [ . . . ]

          The victim of racism is already living under the weight of disgrace and oppression. [ . . . ] The Jew is already ostracized, the colonized is already colonized. In order to justify such punishment and misfortune, a process of rationalization is set in motion by which to explain away the ghetto and the colonial exploitation. [ . . . ]

          Racism accompanies almost every kind of oppression: racism is one of the best justifications of and symbols for oppression. [ . . . ] It is also found in the condition of the proletarian worker, the servant, and so on. [ . . . ]

          It varies subtly, emerging differently from one social and historical context to another, from one form of oppression to another. [ . . . ]

        
      
      
        What Is Racism? (1972)

        Racism is not a scientific theory, but [ . . . ] a collection of opinions [ . . . ] These opinions serve instead to justify attitudes and actions that are in turn motivated by fear of others and a desire to attack them. [ . . . ] Racism constitutes a particular case of a more general practice in which psychological or cultural differences, whether real or imaginary, work just as well. [ . . . ] Racism is a generalizing definition and valuation of biological differences, whether real or imaginary, to the advantage of the one defining and deploying them, and to the detriment of the one subjected to that act of definition, to the end of justifying (social or physical) hostility and assault. [ . . . ]

        Race is of relatively recent use [ . . . ] Race is [ . . . ] a collection of biological and psychological characteristics that link the ancestors of a group with the contemporary group in a single line of descent. Originally a term used in animal breeding, the term race was not applied to humans until the beginning of the seventeenth century.

        Racism as a doctrine is still more recent. [ . . . ] For the Spanish of the sixteenth century, it consisted of a “civilizing mission” on the American continents defined through the so-called natural inferiority and even “depravity” of the Native Americans. [ . . . ] The systematic attempt to justify the invasion and domination of a people proclaimed to be biologically inferior by another group that thereby judges itself superior, dates from the birth of colonialism. [ . . . ]

        The African slave trade [ . . . ] in the seventeenth century, arises in correspondence with the first expositions of biological racism [ . . . ] Of course, one finds racist notions among some ancient authors, and even some first elements of a theoretical treatment. Aristotle, for instance, advocated a social order based on slavery and justified it by arguing that the “natural inferiority” of the Barbarians (non-Greeks) destined them to serve as slaves for Greeks. [ . . . ]

        Anti-Semitism is certainly ancient, but that too was essentially based on religious, ethnic, or national ideas. Anti-Semitism as a racial doctrine only appears much later, with the partial social liberation of the Jews and their entry into forms of economic competition.

        Only in the modern era do the systematic and pseudoscientific discourses of contemporary racism appear. [ . . . ] The work of Linnaeus (1707–1778) and Buffon (1707–1788), who themselves were not beyond prejudice, paved the way for racism’s pretense to being scientific—and, of course, Darwin has been used as another authority. By the end of the nineteenth century, the cultured mind of Europe was convinced that the human species is divided into superior and inferior races [ . . . ]

        In the name of biological superiority, one human group seeks to advance and affirm itself against and through others, and believes itself justified in deploying any and all means possible to do this, including violence and murder.

        To assert racial superiority, one must first assume the existence of human races. The racist stance must firmly underwrite the idea that there exist pure races, that these are superior to others, and that this superiority authorizes political and historical hegemony. These three points have been submitted to widespread criticism.

        First, the vast majority of real human groups are the products of prior human admixture [métissage], to the point where it is practically impossible to delineate a “pure race.” [ . . . ]

        In short, the very concept of biological purity for human groups is unfounded. [ . . . ] In any case, suppose that a purity exists—how would one connect biological purity and superiority? [ . . . ] If [ . . . ] a biological superiority does exist in some connection with ethnic characteristics, it still does not explain how that conditions the psychological or cultural superiority on which racism so emphatically insists. [ . . . ]

        It is clear that this is not a question of established scientific fact but rather of political choice, a program and a desire to establish political hegemony while falsely supporting it on biological or cultural grounds. [ . . . ]

        Racism is not a scientific theory but a pseudotheory, a body of opinion devoid of logical connections with biological notions, which are themselves conceptually vague.

        It is now clear why a definition of racism is so difficult. The first principle of racism—the concept of race applied to humans—is an ambiguous notion; or rather, it is a notion to which one cannot assign a clearly defined object or referent. [ . . . ]

        The foundation of racism is not in reasoning but in affect and self-interest. [ . . . ] Racism relies on mental constructs and rationalizations to justify itself, which are themselves fueled and driven by the psychological needs of its own practices and projects. Racist thinking focuses on biological differences, whether real or presumed, from which it derives practices that it then seeks to legitimate, and which produce, in turn, a politics and a social philosophy, sometimes even a metaphysics. [ . . . ]

        It is not just a question of describing biological difference but of attacking a people or a group under the cover of that biological description. [ . . . ] Thus, it would be more appropriate to call it ethnophobia [ . . . ] Racism would be only a single, and perhaps temporary, variety. [ . . . ]

        Racism unfolds on both an individual and an institutional level, implying that both its psychological and its social functions must be understood.

        Aggressiveness against others, in acts or in words, always has a need to justify itself. The two main ways through which it does this are fear and self-interest. [ . . . ]

        One must defend oneself against this Other who is strange and foreign and, more to the point, preempt his attacks by attacking first. [ . . . ] It is done in bad faith [. . . through] the utilization of a biological or other difference (whether real or imaginary) in a quasi-mythic manner to justify that hostility. [ . . . ]

        Biology has long been a convenient explanation for the anguish of humanity. But with the global unification of the planet, and the self-affirmation of the peoples of Africa, Asia, and the Americas, perhaps the idea of considering others inferior because of skin color, the form of the nose, or certain character traits will finally become untenable. [ . . . ] Biological exclusion only took the place of a prior religious exclusion; it is not impossible that it will only be replaced in turn by political exclusion, for example. Its fundamental machinery and structure will not necessarily disappear with it. [ . . . ]

        How is one to struggle effectively against racism? Moral indignation and attempts at persuasion have shown themselves to be clearly insufficient. One must take full account of racism’s roots in fear, in financial insecurity, in economic avarice, which are in humans the sources of aggressivity and a tendency toward domination. One must struggle against such aggressions and dominations, and prevent them. It is racism that is natural and antiracism that is not; antiracism can only be something that is acquired, as all that is cultural is acquired, at the end of long and arduous struggles, which are never free from the possibility of being reversed.

      
      
        Racism and Colonization

        Racism only becomes racism within a social context. [ . . . ] I truly believe that one’s lived experience is the touchstone that both filters and safeguards one’s thinking as it circulates between its points of departure and its ultimate results [ . . . ] Yet in spite of having lived with racism daily, in the grocery store, on the way to school, in high school, it took a profoundly disruptive historical crisis to shake me out of the realm of personal experience and push me toward an attempt to explicate its general mechanisms. [ . . . ]

        To return to Tunisia at the beginning of the events that would ultimately bring independence to that country was to be thrown into a profoundly traumatic situation. I had connections and friendships in both camps. Colonizers and colonized are not simply theoretical or abstract figures; they are real men and women, parents, colleagues—and myself! [ . . . ] The result was the book The Colonizer and the Colonized. It set in relief [ . . . ] the points at which we were tied one to the other, in the sense that the attributes and behavior of each were reflected in the other. [ . . . ] Racism was one of the inevitable dimensions of this relation. [ . . . ]

        The colonizer as such is almost always racist. [ . . . ] Racism illustrates, summarizes, and symbolizes the colonial relation. [ . . . ]

        In The Colonizer and the Colonized, I proposed an analysis of three major points: (1) racism, first of all, puts in relief certain differences; (2) it bestows a value on those differences; and (3) it utilizes the valuation of those differences to the benefit of one noticing them and giving them a value. [ . . . ] No one of these conditions, by itself, is sufficient to constitute racism. [ . . . ]

        To insist on a difference, biological or otherwise, is not racism [ . . . ] The description of a difference does not constitute racism; it constitutes a description. [ . . . ] To put a value on a difference to one’s advantage is also insufficient to denote a racist mentality. [ . . . ] One becomes racist only with the inclusion of the third point: the deployment of a difference to denigrate the other [ . . . ]

        These three major points of the racist argument, then, form a whole. Moreover, as an argument, they must be interpreted as a whole whose function is revealed by where it leads and by what then signifies its inherent orientation. In the repertoire of colonialist activity, one thing is blindingly clear: the entire machinery of racism, which is nourished on corruption, whether shameless and blatant or whispered and allusive, and which produces a vast lexicon of official words, gestures, administrative texts, and political conduct, has but one undeniable goal: the legitimization and consolidation of power and privilege for the colonizers. [ . . . ]

      
      
        Racism and Anti-Semitism

        The condition of the Jews, seen through my experience with colonialism, convinced me that racism required the intimate daily participation of individuals who had a need for some kind of victim. [ . . . ] Anti-Semitism is a particularly clear example because it represents the exclusion of a group that is in closest possible proximity. The claim has been made that anti-Semitism is totally different from racism. I would disagree. [ . . . ] It is a racism specific to its object. [ . . . ] Anti-Semitism is racism directed against Jews. [ . . . ] The Jew–anti-Semite binary encompasses a figure of victimization that is unlike any other: the Jews, as a very ancient minority, are both familiar and alien; their culture is both strange and recognizable [ . . . ] Anti-Semitism avails itself of an effective and wellworn mythology in which the long history of disparagement and oppression, the place the Jews have been given in the economic system, their role in cultural tradition, and their assurance of election, all come together. The relationship of the Jews to their persecutors, whether Christian or Moslem, is more reminiscent of warring brothers than of perfect strangers. Despite the animosity, which at times is murderous, the Christians recognize their kinship with the Jews. “Spiritually, we are Semites,” Pope Paul VI once recalled. The Moslems as well insist on community with the Jews as “peoples of the book.” [ . . . ] While anti-Semitism may have its own peculiarity, it nevertheless belongs in the category of racist relations. Like them, it is an act of stigmatizing the other for one’s own consolation, through the deployment of respective differences. [ . . . ]

        Racism as a systematic and rationalized hostility based on biological differences is relatively recent. On the other hand, there has always existed a suspicion of strangers and of those who are different. [ . . . ] The stranger is the origin of very ambiguous feelings [ . . . ] The outsider provokes a malaise that involves both distrust and respect. [ . . . ] The stranger could be the incarnation of the devil or a deity in disguise [ . . . ] The problem is that the passage from suspicion to self-defense, and from self-defense to aggression, is easily done.

        Anti-Semitism is again a good example of this ambivalence toward difference. [ . . . ] In the ancient world, it most often took the form of a phobia, an irrational aversion, usually of a cultural rather than a religious nature. Judean beliefs and customs, because relatively unknown, were generally fantasized, and thus became a source of anxiety. [ . . . ] Judeophobia can be understood as a particular form of xenophobia, which was itself common throughout the Hellenic world and Egypt against any people who came from elsewhere. In effect, while one can possibly date the appearance of racism in the strict sense, one cannot do so for xenophobia. [ . . . ] [Jules] Isaac argues that a hostility specifically against the Jews emerges only around the first century, with the appearance of Christianity. [ . . . ] It was a question of religious competition. [ . . . ] Biological differences do not become an issue until later, in Spain. At that moment a racist tradition in its modern sense really begins. After that, a “theoretic” elaboration is constructed by various German and French “thinkers,” along with its murderous translation into the many pogroms of Europe and Russia, and its pinnacle in the total genocide almost realized by the Nazis and their henchmen. [ . . . ]

        Christian anti-Semitism [ . . . ] systematically demonized the Jews. But why such a system? Why put in place an actual machinery of denigration? [ . . . ] To answer this question, we have but to turn to authors of the time, such as John Chrysostome [sic] (347–407 AD) or Saint Augustine (354–430 AD). The denigration of the Jews was, for them, necessary for the exaltation of the Christians. The new but still fragile Christianity, in order to thrive, had to separate itself cleanly from its initial roots. [ . . . ] The goal of Christian anti-Semitism was, for newly born Christianity, not a question of biology or economics, but of collective self-affirmation. [ . . . ]

        Arab anti-Semitism [ . . . ] differs little from this pattern. At first, the prophet Mohammed showed no real hostility to the Jews of Medina, hoping to win them to his cause. [ . . . ] To have won them over would have proved the preeminence of his message. But the seduction did not work [ . . . ] Unable to affirm himself through the Jews, he affirmed himself against them. Chosen to bear witness to his grandeur, they were to become the proof of it through their own debasement. The war he made on them, in the name of Islam, was first a war of arms, followed later by a war of words. Luther would follow more or less the same pattern—as would the later inheritors of the Arab prophet, for whom it became quite prosaic. Because they were vanquished, the Jews were to be progressively downtrodden by ever-conquering Arabs during the long unfolding of Islamic expansionism. They were forced to pay an economic tribute; for what did one fight a war if not to profit from it? As for a cause to justify this racket, doctrine came to the rescue: this is how one must treat enemies of the true faith, even if they are not total strangers but cousins by blood and by culture. From then on, economic profit is simply added to spiritual profit. And the spiritual benefit will never disappear; the latter-day texts will forever attest to it. The Jew is contemptible because he is defeated, weak, and disarmed, but also because he is living testimony to bad faith and blindness—he knows the Truth better than anyone but does not want to recognize it. [ . . . ] In short, the Arabs do not oppress the Jews because they are anti-Jewish; they are anti-Jewish because they oppress the Jews.

        Later, when the Spanish spoke of a purity of blood (their own, naturally), they were implicitly suggesting that that of others, Jews and Moors, was impure. [. . . Nazis] used the labor of Jews when they needed laborers and the mythic image of the Jew when they needed material for their propaganda. Utility was always in command; it was just not always the same utility. [ . . . ] All the negative stereotypes were already in place [ . . . ] Without territorial refuge, the Jews could offer no resistance, nor did they have recourse to any real protection. Aggression could be heaped on them with impunity, to the point of mass murder—which is what happened. But the Nazis did the same thing to the Gypsies, the homosexuals, to whomever they considered subhuman. [ . . . ]

        Racism does not limit itself to biology or economics or psychology or metaphysics; it attacks along many fronts and in many forms, deploying whatever is at hand, and even what is not, inventing when the need arises. To function, it needs a focal point, a central factor, but it doesn’t care what that might be—the color of one’s skin, facial features, the form of the fingers, one’s character, or one’s cultural tradition. . . . If none of this works, it will propose a mythical trait, perhaps concerning a particular quality of the blood or an ancestral curse. [ . . . ] I remember, as a child, hearing of the origins of Black servitude in the story of Noah’s three sons, retold in utmost seriousness. [ . . . ] The persecutor rises by debasing and inferiorizing his victim. [ . . . ]

      
      
        Treatment

        Why is racism so common? Because it is a very convenient tool of aggression. [ . . . ] Let us allow ourselves to propose some conclusions.

        
          	1. In almost every person there is a tendency toward a racist mode of thinking that is unconscious [ . . . ] The interpretations—explanations, disguises, alibis—differ from one to another, but they all go back to the same fact that is at times avowed, at times camouflaged, but always discernible.

          	2. Racism, or perhaps I should now say “heterophobia,” is ultimately the most widely shared attitude in the world. That is to say, it is a social fact. To a large extent, this explains its importance, its diversity and boundlessness, its profundity and its generality. [ . . . ] Before existing at the individual level, racism exists in social institutions and ideologies, in education and culture. It would be interesting to capture certain cultural aspects of racism on film. I’m thinking, in particular, of how ideologues fabricate ideologies on the basis of relations and institutions of force [ . . . ] Not enough has been said about the insidious role of writers and of literature [ . . . ] Nor are religions exempt from the sin of racism. And the family milieu itself is an extraordinary refinery of prejudice, fear, and resentment, from which very few children emerge unscathed. In short, racism is first of all a cultural atmosphere; one breathes it in with the air of the family and the society.

          	3. Why this generality? Why would so negative an attitude, one so manifestly injurious to ordinary human life, be so fertile? [ . . . ] Beyond being a psychological and social fact, racism is also above all an institutional fact. [ . . . ] The inferiorization and debasement of racism’s victims are thus describable facts. Then why would one not consider the racist ideology as an adequate expression of that objective situation? [ . . . ] The discourse of denigration pushed to the point of myth, both explains and legitimizes the dehumanization to which the oppressed group finds itself subjected.

          	4. The racist explanation [ . . . ] reassures and it flatters, it excuses and fortifies, it reinforces one’s sense of collective and individual self. Thus, the anxiety and greed of the narcissist who inhabits each one of us is soothed. [ . . . ] The racist rejoices, justifies, and reassures himself or herself at the expense of others, humiliating them through their otherness. One’s superiority does not have to be demonstrated; it is evident in the inferiority of the others. [ . . . ]

          	5. Racist thinking chooses, as the target of its denigrations, those who are already designated as victim; it chooses those who are already resigned, those so subjected to ill treatment that they dare not resist or respond. [ . . . ] The racist gravitates by instinct to the most oppressed. [ . . . ]

          	6. That is why the outsider is the target of choice for the racist; the immigrant is always a propitious stepladder for the foot of this mock conqueror. Hence, the close family resemblance between racism and xenophobia. [ . . . ]

          	7. Hence, the astonishing racism of the oppressed themselves. [ . . . ] Why would a victimized person attack another in that same way? Simple: for the same reasons as the others and to satisfy the same urges. [ . . . ] Racism does not always correspond to race. [ . . . ] Everyone, in effect, looks for a lower level with respect to which they can appear proud and dominant. [ . . . ] Racism offers satisfaction to one and all.

          	8. Does self-justification really rely on denigrating others? [ . . . ] Yes. [ . . . ] It is a form of solution for real problems, a tranquilizer in the face of undeniable afflictions [ . . . ]

          	9. The existence of the other is never a matter of indifference. The fact of dread, or the terrible anxieties that can arise in the face of otherness, is a central component of racism and cannot be overemphasized. The stranger is always strange and frightening [ . . . ] And it is just a few steps from dread to hostility, and from hostility to violence. [ . . . ] How is one not to bear a grudge against foreigners who oblige one to remain on one’s guard? Who require one to be armed against them? And the final step in all this inverted logic: these people whom we mistrust, whom we don’t like, and whom we suspect and condemn in advance, how could they not want to do the same to us?

          	10. Ultimately, the feeling of guilt is one of the most powerful engines of the racist operation. Racism presents itself as one of the primary means of combating all forms of remorse. [ . . . ] Racism is a form of charging the oppressed for the crimes, whether actual or potential, of the oppressor.

        

        Racism not only produces aggression [but also . . .] is one of the manifestations of aggression, and aggression seems to be a very common mode of conduct for our species. [ . . . ] Humans are animals. And like most animals, when they are afraid, they attack or flee. When people feel fear, it is in the face of a perceived danger, whether real or imaginary, that is, in the face of the real or imaginary hostility of the other.

        I will not address other fears here, such as fear of other animals, fear of physical catastrophe, or the metaphysical fear of the unknown. And yet, the fear of other animals does unleash similar reactions, which might explain “Man’s” tendency to exterminate certain animals beyond the call of pragmatic necessity. And it is always possible for imaginary fears to blossom into myth, which then reflects back on human relations as a whole—suggesting the importance of myth in the human universe. [ . . . ] Humans are intraconflictual, and that fact sums up the human tragedy. [ . . . ] He covets and takes the things he needs, even from those close to him. Aggressive toward others, he continually kindles their fear and aggressiveness toward him in turn [ . . . ]

        We continue to confine and to decimate entire animal species for our food, clothing, and warmth, or because we think they are obnoxious (that is to say, out of fear); even worse, we do it for our mere entertainment. The processes of training, and the vast business of killing, for the purposes of profit or pleasure, all form part of a war on animals. Yet beyond that, the human is the only species who has invented, for its own kind, the prison, prison camps, torture, genocide . . . and racism. In the words of Freud, a broken old man on the eve of the Second World War, presaging its horrors: “Man is a filthy beast.” [ . . . ] “Man” is the only animal who, in order to justify himself, despises, humiliates, and systematically annihilates other people, in body and in mind. [ . . . ]

        Thus, racism is always both a discourse and an action; it is a discourse that prepares an action, and an action that legitimates itself through a discourse. [ . . . ] If the enemy were so weak and corrupt, how dangerous could he be? [ . . . ] Racism is also theater, a querulous polemic that makes everything about the other something it is not, whether physique, customs, history, culture, religion. [ . . . ] Racism is an emotional and rhetorical incantation whose purpose is to proclaim one’s own power and to exorcise one’s fear of adversity. [ . . . ]

        Can this infernal machine be derailed? We had better admit that it will not be easy. [ . . . ] Racism is a form of war. [ . . . ] Up to now, we have disregarded the innateness of aggressivity. [ . . . ] Like violence itself, its roots lie in the individual and collective human personality. In each person, with respect to others, there is both attraction and repulsion, dependence and supremacy. Though Christian anti-Semitism certainly exists, many Jews were saved by Christians during the war, some of whom paid for their generosity with their lives. Moslems did the same thing, even in the midst of occupied Paris; many refugees lived hidden in the basement of the mosque. The bourgeois Jews of New York were among the prime defenders of Black Americans, who actually didn’t like them very much. [ . . . ]

        Each person is both a danger to other people and a salvation. [ . . . ] If each man is often a wolf toward other men, he is also a father, a son, a brother, a brother-in-law, and a cousin of men, whom he insists on saving, sometimes at the risk of his own life. Racism is natural and anti-racism is acquired. [ . . . ] They both have their roots in us. [ . . . ]

        
          . . . And some practical lessons

          
            	1. [ . . . ] We must be conscious of racism [ . . . ] To denounce it in others is easy, convenient, and, we might add, contradictory; it is to demand that the other abandon his or her aggressive hostilities without renouncing our own. To disarm the racism in ourselves first, in order to combat it in our own conduct, is the best way to obtain its eventual remission in others. That is the first step, the price to be paid in advance. [. . . One] would arrive at no longer taking himself as the criteriological standard by which to judge others as abnormal or substandard, which constitutes the core of racist practice. [ . . . ] What is needed is an exercise of empathy [ . . . ] to understand the suffering of the other, his humiliation, his pain at being insulted or struck, one has to put oneself in his place [ . . . ] One could try living some of the same situations. [ . . . ] Antiracism should be first of all a form of mental hygiene, an adoption of a relativist view that would be more tolerant of others and of their cultural institutions. Not that racism is an illness, as some people think. Such a concept is only another expediency; it implies that racism is a rare occurrence that, in affecting certain individuals, highlights a personality problem. [ . . . ] The thought that racism only affects certain perverse kinds of people would of course be somewhat reassuring [ . . . ] Racism is not an illness but an archaic attitude common to the species. [ . . . ]

            	2. The struggle against racism requires a continual pedagogy, from infancy to death. Each child, which is the promise of a full person, carries within the seeds of fear and of violence. If the possibility of killing is present to each person from the moment of birth, one must carefully tame and socialize all dangerous and idiotic desires—and, equally, strengthen healthy ones. [ . . . ] It means to teach children [ . . . ] not only not to fear differences, but to enjoy them; that is, to cherish and embrace others [aimer]. To really like someone does not mean simply to seek one’s own image in them—that would be to love oneself through them—but to like in them what only belongs to them, that is, precisely the ways in which they differ. [ . . . ] Under the aegis of difference people are oppressed, robbed, and killed, war against other nations is rationalized, and minority groups are persecuted. It is sufficient to stigmatize another as a heretic or dissident. For those stigmatized, the process of devaluing differences can sometimes initiate an inverse process that reifies aspects of their own tradition that are suffocating or even onerous. One sees this dialectic at work among immigrant groups. [ . . . ] All programs of education should include the denunciation of aggression and, correlatively, the teaching of solidarity. [ . . . ]

            	3. Teaching must also address itself to the social, to the collective, and that is the role of politics. [ . . . ] Racism [ . . . ] boomerangs. Hate feeds hate. Like all aggression, racism deforms the face and the conduct of the racist himself. [ . . . ] An intelligent politics would at least try to channel these effects and to lessen their frequency and intensity [ . . . ] Antiracism proposes the suppression of all manifestations of racism, in speech and act. [ . . . ] The problem is [ . . . ] complicated [ . . . ] for a democracy. To outlaw an opinion, however unjust, is again the commission of an injustice. [ . . . ] It is not always easy to distinguish between a pure opinion and a program for action. [ . . . ] It is the actual passage to action that must remain the criterion for political counteraction. [ . . . ] Opinion should be tolerated but aggressiveness firmly prohibited. One cannot force people to like each other, but one can stop them from attacking. [ . . . ]

          

          The struggle against racism coincides, at least in part, with the struggle against all oppression. There will always be the necessity for struggle. [ . . . ] In order for racism to disappear, it will be necessary that the oppressed cease to be the oppressed [ . . . ] The racist denigration of others must not be allowed to extend itself to permission to assault or oppress those others, nor must it be allowed to transform itself into a mythology about them. One’s anxiety must not become permission to bully a person [ . . . ] On the contrary, differences must be lucidly recognized, embraced and respected as such. [ . . . ] The recognition of the other, with his or her differences [ . . . ] calls for dialogue [ . . . ] To refuse racism is to choose a certain conception of humanity; it means a reconciliation among different constituent groups, thus a relative unification, not of all in each other but of each in relation to others. Conversely, humanity cannot unify itself in this relative way except through intergroup equality, and equality between the individuals who compose each group. Ordinarily, this is what would be called universalism. [ . . . ] The Jewish universalism of its prophets, the Christian universalism of its churches, the Islamic universalism of its indulgent community of believers, of people of the Book, the Marxist universalism of proletarian unity through which the eventual well-being of all by means of the Revolution is projected—none of them have succeeded in putting an end to violence, to injustice, or to massacre. At best, up to now, universalism has remained a utopia. Or worse, it has served as an alibi for distracting attention from existent and always recurring privilege. [ . . . ] Is a universalism possible that would not be either a trap or a utopia? Paradoxically, instead of renouncing it, what is needed is more universalism, that is, the passage from an abstract to a concrete universalism. It is not sufficient simply to condemn racism; it is necessary to act on the collective social conditions of its existence. In effect, universalism must pass from being just a philosophy to becoming an activity. A double activity, actually, both negative and positive [ . . . ] To push back racism, one must combat all forms of domination. [ . . . ] The struggle against racism will be long and probably never totally successful. [ . . . ] The struggle against racism is the condition of our collective social health. It encompasses the fundamental moral discussions of love or hate of the other, of justice or injustice, equality or oppression, or, in a word, one’s very humanity. The essence of morality is respect for the other. [ . . . ] Racism accepts the norm of primitive violence and pretends to justify it, which leads to a certain philosophy of Man and of human relations. Antiracism refuses this rift between people, with its definitive classifications into inferior and superior. It prioritizes dialogue and agrees to put in question all situations of acquisition, dominance, and privilege. It is a definitive question of two visions of humanity and two philosophies. One last word: we cannot hide from the difficulty of the struggle against racism. [ . . . ] The teaching in the schools has to overcome the teachings of the street—and of the family milieu. [ . . . ] One cannot be indulgent toward racism; one must not even let the monster in the house, especially not in a mask. [ . . . ] To accept the racist universe to the slightest degree is to endorse fear, injustice, and violence. [ . . . ] Racism illustrates, in sum, the inevitable negativity of the condition of the dominated; that is, it illuminates in a certain sense the entire human condition. The antiracist struggle, difficult though it is, and always in question, is nevertheless one of the prologues to the ultimate passage from animality to humanity. [ . . . ] The refusal of racism is the condition for all theoretical and practical morality.
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        Literary Reflections

      
      
        Having emerged a major crossover writer from Tunisia publishing in French and as a significant figure in the world of francophone literature, Memmi became an arbiter on the direction of the tradition, helping to canonize Maghrebi literature. He edited and prefaced three huge collections of North African literature in French between 1964 and 1985. He also edited a series of books at the Maspero publishing house that produced a dozen titles. The first selection is a staged dialogue with himself, where Memmi discusses his relationship to the classic literature of the nineteenth century, to French existentialist novelists like Sartre, and to the experimental pioneers of the nouveau roman, or new novel (selection one). His introduction to the 1964 collection of “indigenous writers” addresses his principles of selection for an anthology of colonized writers (selection two). It is followed by his preface to the 1969 anthology of writers who are not “of the Maghreb” ethnically or nationally but are instead pied noir French citizens whose lives and work were an expression of a separate existence but still key to understanding the totality of French literature from the Maghreb (selection three). The 1985 preface is a collection that mixes these previously bifurcated voices and is clearly inscribed under the title of francophone literature, indicating the evolution of the tradition as Memmi understood it (the fourth selection). Memmi also addresses the problems faced by third-world writers, including issues of mentorship, resources, distribution, and networks of support, all summarized in the question of what language to write in (selection five). The final piece considers the origins and development of postwar Maghrebi literature (selection six).

      
      
        For a Novel of Meaning (1959)

        [ . . . ]

        
          HIM: So, it’s the hegemony of the novel-as-object that you take issue with?

          ME: Yes, young novelists are producing much more diverse and open works. . . . It’s that simple, more diverse and open. . . . And I say simple, because the expressible real is infinitely richer. Here’s the thing: that particular “school” [of the nouveau roman, or new novel] asserts that the traditional novel is outdated. There is undoubtedly some truth in that. But they add that, from now on, all we can do is describe, and describe a non-signifying world, independent of mankind. The novelist has to turn into a kind of eye (or camera), “an eye at the tip of a pen,” in the words of Émile Henriot.1 Taken to its extreme, the result would be a depersonalized, geometric universe. . . . I can’t help seeing in this “novelty,” this “progress,” something quite opposite, the sign of the end of an era, a new preciousness . . . sometimes a depleted period, or one that’s heading in that direction, providing little inspiration to artists. They can’t take it seriously, and they take refuge in weirdness, in quirky writing or literary tics, and odd thought processes . . . (or they revolt, but that’s another story altogether, which I believe is my own, in fact).

          HIM: You find that the description of objects is quirky and weird, a literary tic?

          ME: Not exactly. An object can become a source for a myriad of impressions, a series of thought adventures. . . . Look at Sartre’s Nausea. But there’s everything in Sartre, everything. Beside his narrowly painstaking attempts, and his literary salon revolt, Sartre comes across as a giant that has exploded. And we reaped one piece of him, the one that expresses his anxiety at the notion of being-in-itself. . . . What is curious—and revealing, I believe, of an avoidance, of a certain despair—is that he made this the sole object of his novel-making art. Here, I am going to confess something: personally, things bore me . . . even “nature.” What interests me are people, their passions, my passion and that of others. . . . I feel involved in objects only to the extent that they signify something in the human world, they must have a human meaning.

          HIM: Is that your personal opinion?

          ME: With some nuances, perhaps, but if one common feature has emerged from these three important days, I do believe it is that of meaning. I’m not sure if my friends would be in complete agreement, but if it were up to me to define who we are, I would gladly reclaim the expression “novelists of meaning” (the term is Pichon’s or Bloch-Michel’s, I don’t remember which). Duvignaud2 wants to dig deep into history and “give it back in the form of myth” to his readers, while Le Clec’h3 strives to “question his own fate,” and Bory4 seeks to introduce “discomfort into the mind of the reader, like pebbles in a shoe.” Kern is “outraged” by his life and that of others. Glissant5 cannot separate his fate from the fate of his people, Zéraffa wants to explain himself by explaining the world, etc.

        

        
          Against the Traditional Novel

          
            HIM: You did say a moment ago, though, that you agreed with the Robbe-Grillet crowd on one point: the traditional novel is dead.

            ME: I never said that! It’s precisely this kind of dogmatism that I can’t abide. And it would be a blatant falsehood to say that I did. The traditional novel is alive, doing a brisk business, better than the “new” novels of all stripes, you have to admit! We do agree . . . in a kind of upside-down way, if I may say. They refuse the traditional novel because it feels somehow too rich for them, too cluttered. We, or some of us anyway—I’ll be cautious here—find it, on the contrary, to fall short. To put it another way, I agree with them to say that we can no longer write in a certain way. The self-indulgent wordiness, Balzac’s artistic naiveté (and I apologize to Balzacians) seem inexcusable to me in today’s writing. On the other hand, far too many taboos used to paralyze past generations, preventing them from broaching a certain number of topics that were considered distasteful. For example . . .

            HIM: For example?

            ME: I remember Mauriac writing about how scandalized he was by [Simone de Beauvoir’s] Mandarins. It wasn’t simply a moral attitude he was taking, a question of right-minded decency: he actually didn’t understand. He thought that the description of sex—and by a woman, at that!—was there to appear trendy, that it was simply tacked on for effect. But the perspective was exactly the reverse. In certain human situations, the choice not to talk about sex, and as directly as possible, amounts to cheating. How in the world can you talk about a couple [ . . . ] without talking sexuality? How could emerging women writers not talk about sexuality?

          

          Another example: the way traditional novels dealt with politics. An important representative of the previous generation argued recently in a weekly that politics is a domain that is foreign to art. I was amused to note that this writer was countered by none other than Mauriac, who has finally begun a career as political author. But Mauriac himself is not political as a person; politics are relegated to his diary, his notes. There is not room here for me to examine the causes of this compartmentalizing. It would take far too long to account for this blind spot with regard to reality. But it is clear that one cannot take total stock of contemporary man without including this dimension. . . .

          
            HIM: In short, socialist realism . . .

            ME: Not in the least! It would take me a whole chapter. . . . On the issue at hand, let me at least clarify that this isn’t about giving a work a political objective, or aiming for a particular result through writing, and certainly not about politically influencing people. The artist’s purpose is first and foremost to make art, to produce a body of work. The needs of a given work determine the choice of instruments to accomplish it, never anything exterior to the work; otherwise, you end up with a tract or a piece of propaganda. I think you see that, in a way, we are turning our backs on the intentions of socialist realism. Still, to refuse the political aspects of life is once again a form of cheating.

            HIM: On second thought, it seems to me that your critique is aimed mainly at novelists who immediately preceded you, and their current successors, but Balzac, Stendhal, Tolstoy—they were certainly never blind to these problems!

            ME: You’re absolutely right. I believe we find the outlines of these same problems in the great novelists of the past. In a certain sense, I believe my friends and I are following in the footsteps of these great forerunners, we are taking the high road. We don’t reckon that there is such a thing as progress in art (again, it is naïve to think so, the false naiveté of those cunning “objectivists”). But every historical moment, every generation sees things in its own light. For heaven’s sake, since Balzac’s time, we have experienced psychoanalysis and world socialism, to mention only those two earth-shaking trends. The irruption of science into the lives of every individual, the inescapable irruption of history . . .

          

        
        
          Are there still any novelists?

          
            HIM: A little warning here, I’m going to ask you two rather blunt questions. You’re so ambitious and keen to express so much realness, to discover so much “meaning,” so here is my question: is it still novels that you are writing, in that case?

            ME: Ah, now, we’ve gotten to the point! Your objection is hardly blunt, since everyone seems to be asking it these days. You hear it everywhere: Is so-and-so really a novelist? I’ll answer you just as “bluntly.” Recall the episode of Diogenes walking around with his lantern looking for honest men. One has the impression that certain people move about with a definition of the novel and measure books by that gauge: hmm, let’s see if this is a real novel. The result is usually disappointing, increasingly so, since the minority that corresponds to that definition is constantly shrinking. Disappointing and surprising, since they are not always the best. . . .

            HIM: Which explains the crisis of the novel we’ve been hearing about, even though novels are being written in record numbers.

            ME: That’s a non-issue that disappears, again, as soon as you flip the perspective. It seemed to us that a certain kind of traditional novel was either unable or unwilling to render our problems, our current situation in the world. Which explains several things: all our effort and research work, the collapse of the classic notion of the novel, and the erosion of a certain manner. It also explains the emergence of novels that are not novels, if we insist on judging them from a single perspective. One can’t have it both ways: either you maintain that there is a set form, in which case, there are no more novels, the novel is dead, or you flip your perspective and declare that the novel exists in multiple new guises. Rather than being enfeebled, hidebound, and on the verge of extinction, this way of seeing things considers that the notion of the novel has been considerably enriched.

            HIM: So, here is my second question: Why do you persist, then, in calling these works “novels”?

            ME: The muckrakers will tell you it’s a purely financial question: novels sell. And when, halfway through a “novel,” readers find it’s something they were not expecting, we’re hoping that, by then, they’re already hooked. . . . But all joking aside, there is a far deeper reason: this form is still, perhaps, the one best adapted to our times. It goes without saying that all the written arts are available to a creator to express what can’t be said in novel form. There are times when only poetry can render this or that experience; other times, a more advanced conceptualization calls automatically for the essay form. (At the moment, I can tell you that I am working on something whose form I would be incapable of identifying.) But the novel alone has the ability to deploy and synthesize direct life experience, imagination and thought. It alone seems rich enough—for our times, I repeat—to express and render the extraordinary wealth of the human adventure.

          

        
      
      
        Introduction to Anthology of Maghrebi Writers in French (1964)

        Here at last is the first anthology of Maghrebi writers to appear in France, [ . . . ] long after collections devoted to Black writers. Perhaps some hindsight was necessary in order to perceive a literary movement in French whose authors, it is true, still mostly live in Paris for the most part. Or perhaps its very richness, its diversity and inadequate classification may have thus far baffled the critics.

        Still, the effort to gather works coming out of North Africa under a single label dates back to the early twentieth century, and to the manifestos of the so-called Algérianist School. Audisio, then Camus, used the expression somewhat half-heartedly: the Algiers School, the North African School of Letters. When questioned, writers themselves revealed only their reluctance, as always, to categorize their own work. They all acknowledged their particular lyric qualities: a tendency toward the passionately confessional, an appetite for violence, a love of sun and light, a belief in fate. . . . But none of these features, as Audisio has remarked, is specifically North African. Would it not make more sense to broaden the issue to include the entire Mediterranean? This is what Roblès concluded, in his series entitled “Mediterranean,” where Moroccans, Algerians, Spaniards, Italians and Corsicans rub shoulders.6 Or perhaps forego any particular classification at all: the North African literary movement would then be nothing but an offshoot sprouting haphazardly from a random seed at the edge of the desert.

        French artists’ fascination with North Africa is hardly a recent phenomenon. To mention only the most prominent, Flaubert had already taken on the variety of landscapes as a thematic exercise. Gide then began seeking renewed nourishment there in 1894, and Montherlant wrote a draft of Desert Love between 1933 and 1934. It is noteworthy that in all these works, the people actually living in these lands are either absent or clichéd: the little boys that proved so delightful to tourists, the wild and lusty Bedouin women, or the rugged desert Arab, these are hardly representative of the everyday North African population. A few instances of writers who dared get closer and try to understand the people are worth mentioning: Duhamel’s Le Prince Jaffar, or the late René Laporte’s Les Passagers de l’Europe. But these are so rare and fleeting as to allow us to conclude that, for French writers, North Africa was nothing but an incidental enrichment of their palette, at best, a getaway. Like the Romantics in Italy or the Holy Land, they went there seeking a manageable escape, a safer and more geographically convenient Orient than Chateaubriand’s Itinerary from Paris to Jerusalem, one dotted with French flags, Civil Inspectors and Spahi cavalrymen.

        This tendency toward the exotic has so little to do with a genuine North African literature that just about any writer could call it his own. The Americans, for instance, had hardly discovered North Africa than they also adopted this New Italy. Soon, there were dramas involving American heroes seeking adventure in the maddeningly humid heat of this postcard Maghreb. In short, for these writers-cum-tourists, the Maghreb amounted to nothing more than a pretense, an African accessory.

        This is why I argued, a few years ago, for a distinction to be made between this whole period and the one to follow, despite the odd anachronism here and there. A new era had indeed dawned, with the first generation of writers in French born in North Africa. These could now be called authentic North Africans, at least in some respects. Weary of their Parisian exile, these writers would return home especially for their land’s natural wonders, a marvelous discovery of pure astonishment and pleasure for outsiders, but the absolute starting point for these native-born novelists. Their oftentimes painful nostalgia is distilled in the works of Camus. Nuptials (Noces) is beyond a doubt more faithful and suggestive of Mediterranean bliss, with its warm stone and full sunshine, than anything Gide could ever have written. It is worth rereading that essay collection if only for the return home from the beach around Algiers, or the meditations on the ruins at Tipasa. There are pages in Audisio on fishing, for instance, that make Flaubert seem forced and factitious, in the end.

        This generation, however, was hardly destined to create a North African literary school, for a number of reasons. Although Roblès, Jules Roy or André Rosfelder were North African by origin or temperament, they were also very much part of the Parisian scene. From their earliest days, they aspired, and legitimately so, to be included among French writers—or among the best French writers. They were constantly trying to put North Africa behind them, though it always remained their touchstone. (Not to mention someone like Henri Bosco, who took no inspiration from it.) The North African figures that appear in their work are nicely drawn but remain rare silhouettes, mere shadows. Nature and objects were thus given a presence, but the absence of people persisted. As if these writers were simply incapable of sustaining a deep interest in these human beings. That was just the problem: they were not, in fact, wholly human. By birth (or by adoption: Jean Amrouche’s plight began with his family’s conversion to Christianity), the writers belonged to minority groups who did not quite consider themselves North Africans. Add to that the impermeability of the groups among each other. The term used to designate them means more than a mere geographic location: they were the French of North Africa. They were from here, but especially from elsewhere, they were closely tied to North Africa, but as a second homeland.

        The humanism and generosity of these writers is absolutely unquestioned, may I emphasize, and they have often proven this during recent events. Nor do I deny their aesthetic achievements, since many of the greatest writers have emerged from their ranks. It would be absurd to claim that one cannot produce a valuable body of work without sinking roots into some native soil or other. But the fact remains that they don’t know the North African majority well enough to feel a need to portray them.

        Either that, or they speak directly to their separation: it is quite possible, I believe, to interpret all of Camus from that perspective. The Stranger is not only a metaphysical narrative, a tale of existential angst; it is also Camus-the-stranger in his native land. The Misunderstanding, his first work for the stage, if I am not mistaken, is nothing short of a representation of this socio-historic misunderstanding. Even the political stance of this great writer, which often appeared inconsistent, can be explained in this manner. And although I have not always agreed with some of his turns of phrase, I never ceased to hold him in high esteem and consider him a friend. But I will confess this: perhaps I did not always take the full measure of how torn he must have felt. It took a letter from Marcel Moussy, which I conserve with great care, and a long conversation with Albert Camus himself. With all of that being said, however, these French writers are certainly more North African than Tristan Tzara is Romanian, Pierre Mac Orlan Swiss or Henri Michaux Belgian, and certainly less than Mauriac was Bordelais or Daudet Provençal.

        After covering the Writer-Tourists, followed by the French North African writers, let us move to the third and final category to date: the Maghrebi writers of French expression.

        The advent of this group is momentous: for the first time, North Africa has taken full charge of itself. Whether accepted, claimed or disputed, it has ceased to be a mere backdrop or geographical accident. These new authors are coming to grips with their countries as with the essence of their beings. Indigenous, belonging to those populations that have no other pole of attraction, they share a common plight. As colonized subjects, they needed only to express themselves, not to testify against colonization, but to give voice to the colonized subject’s universe, from both within and without. However independent, new and thirsty for the future, they are still bogged down by patriarchy and religion, torn between their psychology and history. It is almost in spite of them that North Africa finds such broad expression in even their most oblique processes.

        I have said elsewhere that coming into existence through literature is particularly challenging among the Colonized. And it is obviously no coincidence that this first generation of Maghrebi writers, definitively tagged as the 1952 generation, was to blossom on the eve of Maghrebi independence. The time had come when they had to lash out at their own lives, at the lives of their fellow citizens, and at the colonizer. They had to discover and confront their true purview, their specific object of concern, which could not be taken for granted when the very notion of self-determination had been missing for so long. German writers had to wait until the 18th century to find themselves, literarily, to dare disclose themselves and get the latecomer German nation to accept this disclosure.

        In short, the depiction of North African reality at last had currency; North African people were making their entrance into North African literature, notably, in French language literature. Henceforward, every season would witness yet another contribution to the scene, where all regions and social strata seemed to call for a representation: after the dirt-poor fellahin in the works of Feraoun,7 the landowners of Kabylia in the Forgotten Mountain of Mammeri, Dib’s8 Algerian Fondouk residents, and the ghetto-dwellers of Tunis in my own books, it was Chraïbi’s9 bourgeoisie of Fez or Mazagan, and Kateb Yacine’s Algerian working class . . .10

        To put it accurately, this beginning did not come out of nowhere. Every chapter, every genre had its precedent. To cite only Tunisia, I am thinking of the sorrowful Italian-Maltese poet Mario Scalesi, or of the poignant efforts of a few school teachers at the Alliance israelite, such as Ryvel or Danon. But it is the first time, both in terms of quantity and quality, where North Africans have burst upon the scene of French literature, and perhaps world literature. For the first time, a certain number of major obstacles have been overcome, ones that seem common to most nascent national literatures.

        The pitfall of regionalism seemed unavoidable: it is out of excessive loyalty to their subject, at long last discovered, that numerous literatures get mired. It was often thought that all it took to create something aesthetically valid was to describe in minute detail some odd traditions or to name a few objects in local dialect. This overly respectful attention to customs and local color, it is amusing to note, echoes the phony exoticism of the Writer-Tourists. Conversely, another impulse, equally disastrous, consisted in the false claim that a historical and sociological situation had been overcome. Did they hope, perhaps, that by ignoring it, they could deny it? Under the pretense of universal intent, they ended up staging disembodied beings, moving toward ever greater abstraction. In this vein, works have appeared where an Ali or a Mabrouk had a go at speaking like the well-to-do of provincial France. Which is why such characters were not worth much.

        To resolve this paradoxical requirement, there was no pre-established set of guidelines; a talented author alone might retroactively intuit one, once a work was complete. For the first time, once they realized what it was, numerous works had managed to untangle this apparently unresolvable dialectic: achieving universality while remaining faithful to oneself.

        It is again the issue of fidelity regained that explains how most of these writers came to spontaneously draw on so many similar themes. Foremost among them is the theme of revolt, in all its forms, including against oneself and one’s tribe (Dib, Mammeri, Chraïbi and Kateb were each involved in serious run-ins with their own). It is no easier to live in North Africa now than it ever was: colonization and its aftermath, the yawning gap between social classes, the generational rift, the complete alienation of women, cultural desiccation. . . . The best way to understand North Africa, I am utterly convinced, is to read its writers. You will see that it is still a somewhat political literature, though never as a fiat pasted arbitrarily onto the work, as certain idle discussions in Europe would have it. If most of the works represented here have a socio-political dimension, it is practically by necessity, since the conflicts they deal with are born, by and large, of that disastrous historical situation that is only just beginning to recede today.

        These aspects of disclosure and revolt, this newly heightened awareness of the struggle to live, of the shadowy side of our existence, must not obscure the luminous face of this young literature, its pleasure in storytelling, its exuberance and lyricism (almost all of these novelists are also poets), as if the violence of its despair were offset by the pure Dionysian rapture. But my purpose here is not to enumerate each and every theme. I invite you to read the texts of this anthology, and you will see for yourselves that North Africa indeed possesses its own literature, one which, through its discovery of a specific content and innovative formal achievements, compares favorably to the world’s best young national literatures.

        I must circle back, however, and reemphasize a formidable and still unresolved problem: the issue of language. I have been taken to task by just about everyone for having written that, although our movement may well be representative, its linguistic vehicle, French, curtailed its scope and future prospects. Gradually, all writing from North Africa will be produced in the language of the majority, which is Arabic. And I stated this with the peace of mind that comes with wise resignation, as a writer of French myself. For our generation, and I am speaking for other French-language writers of North Africa as well, the game is pretty much over. Many of us, for both practical and sentimental reasons, hoped that French would continue to hold pride of place in North Africa. There was a time we thought it could not be otherwise. Since then, history has marched forward, Arabization has made strides, and school is available to an increasing number of boys and girls, yet none of this has made me change my mind.

        Most movements involving literary birth or rebirth have come up against an analogous problem. Let us recall the efforts exerted by the Pléiade, or by Malherbe, or Luther in Germany. Clearly, the solution to the matter at hand was found mostly in the choice of a more or less amended language (moving from Latin to French or German). There is no reason to believe that a similar evolution in the Maghreb would be any different. The first generation of North African writers, the French of North Africa, never experienced this problem, not acutely, at least. The mother tongue of these writers was French, and they were writing for a French readership. Our generation has had to face two serious challenges: our literary language, chosen and imposed by history, is not our mother tongue. And what’s more, this literary language is not the spoken language of the overwhelming majority of North Africans. It is easy to forget that, apart from a slim upper stratum, North Africans are not French speakers.

        The mismatch between mother tongue and language of high culture is already a source of far-ranging disadvantages and psychological conflicts. It contributes to a significant degree to school achievement problems, to discouragement among even gifted individuals, and to a definite slowness in acquiring the tools of culture in general. It requires an enormous effort to create an aesthetic work in a language acquired later in life. And further, if a writer has to render objects and relationships that he or she never experienced outside the mother tongue, then we see just how arduous the task might prove.

        Then again, it might not be as serious as all that, since our writers have indeed managed to get into print, with new works appearing every year, with every genre currently represented: novels, poetry, theater and essays. What is so devastating is that the language problem has now become the public’s problem. Sooner or later, once the honeymoon period of seeing one’s work published has passed, the North African writers have to ask themselves the unavoidable question: who am I writing for? Language is a tool for both expression and communication. North African writers, now poised to succeed in expressing themselves and certain new realities, have still not managed to address their natural public, their true readership. Is it not paradoxical, then, even unsettling for the future of their work, that these writers, because they write in French, cannot be heard and understood back home?

        The flip side of this coin is the place held by literature in Arabic, the language of practically everyone in North Africa. Having once been asked to sketch out a quick defense in praise of Maghrebi literature, I proposed four criteria: a specific object, an aesthetic form that could be universally intelligible, an extension and renewal of tradition, a suitable linguistic tool. The first three have been fulfilled, more or less, but the fourth remains problematic. That said, culture is not an abstract phenomenon. This particular French language literature is probably the only literature that North Africa could have, and it’s already wonderful that it does. After all, it has managed to win over a certain readership: apart from the French, who have thus far accounted for the largest share, there also exists a small North African audience, the majority being well-to-do Muslims and Jews. This is the same everywhere in the world: avid readers are to be found mostly among the bourgeois classes. This young literature is in a precarious and shifting situation, its fate linked inextricably to the future of the French language in North Africa, or to put it more plainly, to the political climate and overall Franco-Maghrebi relations. But we have reason to hope that those relations will steadily improve over time, and that the French will finally grasp the importance of the cultural investment they have in North Africa.

        In any event, North African literature in French will have represented at the very least a crucial and necessary moment in the literary history of North Africa. Whatever the future holds, this tenuous posterity takes nothing away from its aesthetic achievements and significance. Apuleius and Saint Augustine have most definitely survived.

      
      
        A Literature of Separation: Introduction to Anthology of French Writers of the Maghreb (1969)

        It is well known that Volume I of this Anthology of Maghrebi Literatures stirred up some controversy. We shall set aside the emotional reactions that inevitably follow the release of most book projects of this sort. The more fundamental issues, the legitimate talking points, are to be found elsewhere.

        I adopted a classification system for Maghrebi writers, distributed according to the ethnic groups that have lived in the Maghreb, and tracing the phases of its social and political history. All classifications are subject to debate, and the present one is no exception. This one might be especially contentious, I would readily admit, since the material involved is particularly complex, perhaps impossible to completely disentangle, as were the lives of most of us during the colonial period. And although the situation has been somewhat elucidated by now with the end of colonization and the birth of new nations, it has gotten more complicated in other ways.

        To be an Algerian writer, you indeed need only be of Algerian nationality, even if you write in a language other than Arabic, even if you do nothing more than admire the flora and hint at birdsong, without having to necessarily describe the hardship of dirt farmers or advocate for the anticolonial struggle. But there are now Algerian and Moroccan writers who, after advocating so hard on behalf of their countries, now live abroad and have no intention of returning to their liberated homeland. There are also writers of Algerian and Moroccan nationality who would like to return home but cannot, while there are French writers who continue to solemnly assert that “Algeria is my homeland,” without specifying whether they mean the ex-French Algeria or independent Algeria. There are even French writers who decided to stay behind in Algeria, whatever the cost, even if it meant changing nationality, as if a piece of paper at the civil registry could make a difference. And then, there are writers of all origins who have decided to have nothing more to do with the Maghreb at all, as if it were possible to live at a remove, without any psychic damage, as if one could simply excise and cauterize an essential part of one’s being.

        Still, I had to dare creating a classification; otherwise, I would be producing a kind of dictionary of names and titles whose sole interest would reside in satisfying the writer’s vanity and the reader’s curiosity. I felt it necessary, instead, to determine the meaning of what we had all just experienced, and whose literary expression was certainly one of the most faithful. Thus, Volume I was able to bring together the elements of a kind of collective self from among what used to be called the indigenous, their hardships, aspirations and revolts. Volume Two, which is being presented here, gathers into a kind of synthetic portrait the European inhabitants, or those of European extraction, from the former colonies.

        Are such portraits feasible? Were the communities so very different that they required a diptych, two distinct panels? This is the flashpoint: by presenting separately two human groups that once lived on the same land, who had adopted the same pace of life, all the way down to the way they moved their bodies, the same nonchalance that bursts suddenly into a frightening passion, were we not magnifying, falsely emphasizing their differences? Would we not be falling back into those colonial categories that I had denounced so ferociously in the past, the ones that claimed to set for all time the distinctive features of both peoples?

        The times call for cooperation, this I know, and no one is more delighted than I am. And I understand how we wanted to wipe the slate clean of our cruel past, or at least, of what was, for both parties after all, the darker side of a certain period. We could try to forget the humiliation of our colonized status and the conflicted conscience of the colonizer, and recall only our joys and the shared melody of our Mediterranean. And it is true that, through some unlikely convergence, former colonials and former colonizers are coming together now to imply that colonization had actually been idyllic, not without a little commotion, but poetic on the whole, after which these wise lovers would remain the best of friends. Thus, the requirements of politics dovetail quite nicely with another ordinary aspiration of peoples: to forget the hardships of the past, transfiguring them into reassuring or flattering myths.

        But our purpose here was to produce a work of literary history, or a balance sheet of those happy or unhappy years. How then could we expect to escape altogether the categories left by colonization, when the great adventure reflected in the work was so imprinted by colonization itself? There can be little doubt that the face of each group was deeply chiseled by colonialism in all its facets. One need only read their texts, here in concentrated form, to sense how much North African writers, whether colonizer or colonized, experienced the colonial relationship, each in his or her own way. Even if one group was experiencing the flip side of the other’s reality, it was still the same adventure. A chapter of frustration, deprivation and refusal for some, a chapter of glory and privileges for others, for which they felt confusedly proud and guilt-ridden, but everyone felt strongly, and expressed, more or less directly, the act of colonization.

        Need I confess, at this point, that I am not convinced that it’s necessarily the smartest or healthiest or most economical thing to do, in the long run, to keep fiddling with the past? I would claim that there is really no need to conceal from a great nation a few dubious episodes of their otherwise splendid history, that they might remain worthy of it. Nor is it necessarily a good thing, I would suggest, for a conquered people to turn their failures into glorious episodes. A clear-eyed evaluation of the past strikes me as the most useful gateway to the present, and the best springboard for the future.

        It goes without saying that the personality, generosity and open-heartedness of such writers in particular is not being called into question here. I have always secretly thought that writers express what is best in a society, even when they get it wrong, when they go astray: they believe that this or that way is more accurate, no matter what others think. In my view, the writer is always a moralist at heart, no matter how he conveys or disguises his anxiety. On the contrary, there is no doubt that the majority of French North African writers denounced the injustices of colonialism, and at times heralded, with no overwhelming sense of regret, the emergence of autonomous political powers won by the former colonial subjects; or at the very least, they avidly sought all lines of communication that would move these countries and their first inhabitants to open up their hearts to them.

        Good faith notwithstanding, there is no getting around the overall historical meaning of the two literary movements: they expressed two different human communities, separated in the end, by their destinies that were complementary, but historically too divergent for those differences not to prevail over their similarities. And what I find most important and exciting is the way in which each conveyed this contradictory complementarity, experienced by all as a tense and forever dysfunctional relationship.

        Thus, the indigenous experienced it as frustration, sometimes as deficiency and lack, sometimes as grievance and revolt, with regard to the others, those entitled citizens who, through the accident of birth and race, enjoyed power and privilege, whom they admired and detested, envied and aggressed, imitated and rejected. Examine, then, in work after work by autochthonous writers, the image of the European woman, so passionately desired and yet held in such violent contempt by moralists and politicians. The Europeans felt strangely out of place, in the face of these people they regarded as unfathomably downtrodden, left out of their present and of history, of business and politics, of glory and worldly goods, who closed themselves off all the more for it, vigorously defending what remained of their souls, alternating unpredictably between politeness and bursts of violence. Basically, the two partners in colonization hardly knew one another, despite their long cohabitation. And if truth be told, neither of the communities felt much like mingling and becoming friends.

        Might things have turned out differently, we often wonder? No one can answer with certainty. I’m inclined to think not: in a situation involving coercion, a trustful closeness between dominators and dominated was doomed to remain an illusion. But let us put that aside. The indisputable result, in any case—and here again, literature is extraordinarily enlightening—is that the indigenous population remains a shadow, a stereotype, or as the specialists say, a stranger. It has been noted, and rightly so, that there are no plague-stricken Muslims in The Plague. The disease seems to affect only Europeans. Is this because Europeans, Camus included, never saw their Muslim fellow citizens, and therefore, the writer Camus couldn’t imagine a fully rounded native character?

        It would be perfectly foolish, need I repeat, to reproach these writers. Speaking for myself, I am constantly having to refute this accusation so often brought against them. Writers express what they can, namely, what they know and what they feel; from that point, they can but imagine. Should they have ventured to talk about something else, they would have been mistaken, for they would have gotten it all wrong. French North African writers were unable to talk about their fellow countrymen and women, Muslim or Jewish, for they never engaged them in any way. They did well, then, to abstain altogether. Otherwise, they would have resorted inevitably to clichés, which they are known to have done on occasion.

        It is not our place to hold artists accountable for what they did not want to or were unable to address, but only for what they actually undertook. The French writers of the Maghreb depict their own, their childhoods and their later adventures in life, accidentally inserted into a country and a landscape and a population in which they don’t quite recognize themselves. How do they convey their relationship to this land, to these people? What do they teach us about themselves, and how have they achieved self-depiction? These are the matters worth our consideration.

        Still, there is another outcome that I believe has not been sufficiently emphasized: if I were to sum up in one phrase, inadequate as all such phrases are, the two main features of these two movements, so immediately contemporaneous, I would be willing to state: where one of the hallmarks of Maghrebi writers was the theme of revolt, that of the French writers of the Maghreb was separation.

        In the end, each era hears and understands only what it can or wishes to; we readers can distinctly perceive the accents of triumph, victory over nature and men in colonial literature. What we have not attended to quite as well, however, is the pathos, which is indeed profound. Admittedly, it is more recent. The first generation, which I have chosen to name the pioneering writers, had not so clearly emphasized this impossibility of mutual understanding. The settlers were still too busy with their conquests and getting a strong foothold. Randau, and even Bertrand, never doubted the sustainability of colonization.11 Their works are more euphoric, more confident that Europeans would become permanently established. And yet, they were already striving to legitimize the venture, concocting theories, dreaming up a history that would better mesh with the present and future of the community. Everyone knows Louis Bertrand’s Latin Mediterranean argument, as opposed to the Eastern Mediterranean. Basically, he was rehearsing the old Rome versus Carthage struggle, a theory that would lead all the way to Mussolini and the Fascist Mare Nostrum. It was the sons of settlers who would rediscover a nostalgia for Europe, and a certain feeling of loneliness among the crowds that they failed to find as picturesque as did their forebears. A nagging anxiety and increasing tedium took hold. They started dreaming of mainland France, and discovered that they had practically ceased to belong there, nor could they truly belong in the colony, since the majority of people living there were not their own. In short, they were slow to realize that, if the colonized subjects were wretched, the colonizers, for different reasons, were also miserable.

        This literature shows us that if the natives were nothing but shadows, the colonizers were somehow a people apart. And that it is neither natural nor healthy, but is harmful and distressing to live separated from the vast majority of people in a country, to feel their distrust, if not hatred, even when their entitlement is assured, or even when they endeavor to break down barriers through kind, selfless acts. It is the literature of a society in crisis, an insurmountable crisis, perhaps, which is something these writers intuit in the midst of their desperation.

        I suggested earlier that Camus’s The Stranger was probably first of all Camus himself as outsider in his native land, and not merely, as some claim, the experience of metaphysical or psychological estrangement, born of the absurdity of the human condition. (Though it is indeed that as well.) Camus’s entire oeuvre could be reread through that lens, from The Misunderstanding, with its self-explanatory title, to Exile and the Kingdom, so tangibly evocative, the final publication in his lifetime. It is as if fate wanted to definitively capture the physiognomy of the greatest writer of the Maghreb today.

        But is it any coincidence that André Rosfelder entitled one of his best books Les hommes frontières, the border men? That Pélégri made one of his protagonists a mahboul, a madman, who kills without knowing why?12 That Curel talks about illegitimacy, and that the journalist Jean Daniel started with a novel entitled L’erreur (a title straight out of Camus)? Where did this irresistible need come from, that all of them should convey such strangeness and absurdity? Whence the particular sense of tragedy that seems to accompany this land of deadly sun that melts all colors into a blinding white, and drives one mad with passion? Undoubtedly, geography has much to do with certain features common to writers who share the same sky, the same climate. Undoubtedly again, any meditation of the human condition, so long as one does not defer unconditionally to a divinity, or possess too euphoric a temperament, is liable to drive one to despair. But is it not equally enlightening, at least, to also consider this common despair as resulting from the very human hardships we experience, both on a daily basis and historically? Would it be such a long shot to assume that the literature of the French writers of North Africa portrays the failures and despair of the former colonizers, just as Maghrebi literature conveys the hopelessness of the formerly colonized? And that these failures result first and foremost from this state of separateness, of being an outsider in one’s native land, which irreparably marked the colonizer in the colonial situation?

        Because I have dwelt so painfully on this separation, some have read this as my acquiescence to misfortune, or worse, as my somehow approving it, which would be a gross misreading indeed. Who could possibly derive pleasure from everything that has taken place, prior to and during the long war years, and even now, when nothing looks the way we would have liked it to!

        All I was doing, alas, was relating the facts. A great divide has always separated the human groups living in North Africa. Every one of us, at one time or another, has owned up to this, and deplored it at some point in his writing. Nostalgia for an unachieved unity has become the grounds for today’s exasperated grievances, bordering on myth, but that is no reason for us to project this myth onto a past that never existed outside the realm of poetry. Yes, we lived separated into tight groups, more or less mutually hostile. Yes, with a few rare exceptions, we did not develop real ties of friendship. Mixed marriages were as good as non-existent. We nearly always monitored each other with a distrust only very slightly tempered by civility and neighborliness. François Bonjean, who reached out as far as anyone, even marrying a Muslim woman, was constantly demanding more openness, to broaden the terms of the contract: what could that mean, except that he realized it wasn’t going to happen without a struggle? And when, almost fifteen years ago now, I broached the subject of this separateness in a Parisian weekly, nobody was outraged. At that time, it was simply self-evident, and posed no threat yet to the dream that was taking shape, that of a grand lost community. I was unpleasantly surprised to find the otherwise gentle Audisio among those who most vehemently criticized me for depicting this separation, and for keeping the notion in the public eye through the act of uncovering it. The pain he is feeling today may have blinded him to the fact that he often agreed with me in the past. To cite just one example, his Feux Vivants, published in Cahiers français, in September 1962:

        
          There are two branches to this family of writers: those of European extraction and those who are, in the true sense of the word, the indigenous people.

          (The European authors) . . . might well have allowed a prominent place in their works for their Muslim compatriots . . . but they were at best witnesses and not interpreters of the inner life of the indigenous populations.

        

        Is this not, in essence, my very point? All I added, perhaps, was a deeper explanation, which I would like to see anyone challenge, not that it would change anything about this harsh reality.

        For in the end, I merely called attention to the historical and colonial origin of this separation. Was I then supposed to trivialize the two groups’ cultural and institutional differences? Who would dare claim, without appearing ridiculous, that our collective customs, values and codes were essentially comparable? How could one fail to acknowledge that the people of this wondrous land, which they adored with one heart, and enjoyed with the same fervent pleasure and ease, were profoundly divided by moral standards, customs, history and politics? And is this not what the writers show us, perhaps unwittingly, by not writing tracts or demonstrations? That these communities, who might have lived intermeshed, who yearned for exactly this kind of brotherhood, lived woefully separate lives? That their literatures are the expression of separate peoples and communities?

        This literature thus tells the story of a failure. A missed opportunity, as colonization worldwide will have been humanity’s extraordinary missed opportunity for fusion, for the foundation of a broad community. We will probably have to wait for centuries before this melding takes place, painstakingly, while it could have happened so much sooner; we could have struck while the iron was hot, so to speak, during colonization, which could have enhanced its standing a thousand-fold, and finally found legitimacy, if it had at least succeeded in comingling these peoples, reconciled after the victory of some and the defeat of others, through mixed marriage and assimilation. As had occurred in other circumstances, between Romans and Carthaginians, or Romans and Galatians. In the end, perhaps that was not what colonization wanted, or not what it was capable of, as it devolved into an economic and political enterprise. But it might have at least mitigated the differences, tamed the passions. Instead, it “respected,” as they were fond of saying, which amounts to preserving and congealing the status quo.

        In short, there were no winners in the colony. Whether conqueror or conquered, everyone was isolated, and in the final analysis, alienated, some by their defeat, others by their victories. Which explains why some produced a literature of revolt, while others indulged in a wistful southward-looking literature full of nostalgia for an impossible community, a literature that expressed the impossibility of even conceiving another world, because they vaguely intuited that they would cease to exist. This sunbaked southern literature marks the end of a world, one where there is no going back, no possible redress.

        Even so, thankfully, a literature of failure is not a failure of literature. In fact, it is more commonly just the reverse. Literature is perhaps first and foremost the expression of foregone inevitabilities, whether subjective or objective, of that which has remained unresolved. It is because this movement emerged largely out of a relatively inextricable human and social situation that it has produced a few of the best works in the French language, and will probably take its place among the tightest and most evocative chapters in the history of French literature.

        Yes, I will concede that I have perhaps overstated the turmoil and heartbreak revealed in these texts. I am reminded of a passage from Freud where he defended himself against an oft-repeated reproach, which claimed he spent an undue amount of time on the conflicts that unsettle the soul. He argued that this is because we customarily want to see only the bright side of our being, not that this side isn’t also important, of course. I have already spoken of the song shared by all of us living in the Mediterranean. Need I return to that subject? Ah, it never takes much coaxing for me to further elaborate! The summer evenings in front of my father’s shop, the market full of the best fish in the world, at the foot of the old Spanish fortress, the Sicilian taverns on the port. We all learned how to balance sun and shade, how to trap the cool breeze, to outwit the sun. All of us have extraordinary memories of going fishing, wading for hours waist-deep in water. We all possessed that instinctive graciousness, that somewhat formal amiability, all the more necessary in that we were living collectively in the same street, but were not of the same race or culture. . . .

        I talked about the South, so I should add that it’s a good-natured South I’m referring to. There remains much to be said about what might be called the North African picaresque (and Mediterranean, too, which dates back to Cervantes), where the feisty Cagayous channels the wily Jeha, two local characters in dialogue. The poor white protagonists of the French writers of the Maghreb, Marcel Moussy’s characters, for example, hot-headed but with a heart of gold, are the most immediately recognizable, different even from the Marseille types: they speak with a Bône accent, for instance, and their head-butts are deadly.

        It is not altogether impossible that, beyond the vagaries of history that so cruelly kept us apart and made us suffer, often at the hands of the others, it is this shared song that will survive the longest, and will grant us our definitive aspect, forever brotherly.

      
      
        Preface to Francophone Writers of the Maghreb: An Anthology (1985)

        When we set out to put together this anthology, which we present today to the public, we obviously came up against the same problems [of classification, as with the prior two anthologies of Maghrebi writers in French]. Yet, with the passage of time, did we really need to go about things the same way as before? First of all, there was considerable updating work to be done: certain authors, like the late Malek Haddad, have died in the interim, and their oeuvre is now complete, while others meanwhile have just been born into the literary world. Those of the earlier generation whose output has continued look very different now, physically. Their work, having often shifted its center of gravity, requires fresh insight. For this reason, we thought it might be wiser and more faithful to our readers to rework the whole anthology: the introductory texts are all new, and the extracts we chose are not identical to those of the previous edition. Specialists in the field might well find it interesting to compare the two collections.

        With the upheavals of history now easing somewhat, might we not consider revising our classifications in accordance with these changes? Our previous decisions were based in a certain socio-historical moment, which for convenience’s sake we shall call the immediate postcolonial period. We had to acknowledge a parting of ways, even when those paths coincided sometimes, even when our assignment to categories seemed almost unfair. Again, with the passage of time, such distinctions carried less weight, perhaps, and conveyed less meaning.

        Which brings us once again to the problem of language. We took for granted that the issue had been resolved, temporarily at least. It has not been, and if anything, it has grown more acute, requiring fresh insights. We are free to believe that a nation ought to possess a single language, the so-called national language, the one spoken by the majority. Taken to the extreme, however, this would imply that anyone unable to speak this language could not belong to the nation; or, at least, could not represent it, no matter how gifted, no matter how prestigious for the country. But for our purposes, we find ourselves in a bind: since the majority of Maghrebi writers are continuing to write in French, should they be excluded from the literary canon of their respective nations? In response to this agonizing question, some authors are experimenting with writing in Arabic. This is the case with Rachid Boudjedra, or with Kateb Yacine, who is attempting to promote theater work in Algeria’s Arabic dialects. But for the moment, most of the contingent are in no position to give up writing in French without seriously compromising the vitality of their work.

        Conversely, does every writer in a given language automatically belong to the majority group of users of that language? This is how Henri Michaux has come to be considered a French writer, even though he is Belgian, just as Jean-Jacques Rousseau is ranked as one of France’s great eighteenth-century writers, although he constantly reminded people that he hailed from Geneva. But this misapprehension only raises a further problem: should all writers from the Maghreb be treated in the same way, despite their statements of solidarity with their people, the content of their work, their authentically African imaginary . . . even if they express themselves in French?

        Someday, perhaps, when we have become less touchy about such issues, less jealous or anxious, these deliberations will lose some of their intensity. Once we concede that someone can belong to two or even three communities without being seen as a monster or a traitor, the whole problem will cease to generate such controversy. Why not accept that Henri Michaux could be at once Belgian and French? Ramuz, Swiss and French? There is no reason why Maghrebis who write in French should not be included among French writers, since they already belong, in effect, and in very different ways, to two separate patrimonies. As I write these lines, I can already feel the kind of issues they will raise, but the acceptance of this reality, which someday will seem absolutely commonplace, would allow us, writers of a double culture, to live with ourselves more easily.

        I must interject here how much the category of francophonie, which we experience spontaneously [ . . . ] has really come to our rescue. The notion has not always had great press. Some saw it as colonization’s final trick, a way to maintain cultural hegemony in a failing political situation. It is undeniable that cultural ties, language in particular, are the surest gateway to economic exchange. It is certainly more convenient for a French firm to seek out business prospects among a French-speaking clientele. But it is equally true that a considerable shift has taken place: with French no longer the language of a colonizing nation, it should cease to arouse any particular suspicion. At any rate, it has become easier for us to express ourselves in French without having to justify it each time with our unconvincing arguments. The simple truth was, and still is, that we have never had a choice in the matter: write in French or not write at all. Still, writing in French meant using the language of a nation that was considered the enemy. We wrote anyway, but our feelings of guilt had us bending over backward to account for ourselves. We would go to great lengths to mark our distance, to sound original. There is no longer any need for that. Francophonie today simply means that the French language has miraculously brought together a certain number of writers around the world.

        Readers will pick up on a new unifying feel to this latest anthology, for we decided to reintroduce, in the same volume, any writer who identifies as Maghrebi. All those who, using French as their vehicle, belong to the same cultural place, beyond any particulars, and come to define a certain literary space, that of the francophone writer of the Maghreb.

        This is how a problem that had triggered such passionate debate found something like a resolution: that of French writers born in the Maghreb. They recover their well-earned place in this anthology, since they have continued, against all odds, to remain faithful to their birthplace. We were more reluctant, however, when it came to writers who left the Maghreb a long time ago, and have seemingly lost interest in it. Some have ceased writing altogether, but others, who have moved on to different subjects, are nonetheless still included in our inventory. René-Jean Clot is one example. Often, we made do with simply mentioning them in the appendix. An interested reader can consult one of our earlier anthologies.

        A related category consists of those writers who were born in North Africa or whose parents were, but who then emigrated elsewhere, and who have no direct experience of the real Maghreb. This is the case of Serge Bramly, a promising talent, and in all likelihood, he is not alone, for there seems to be a new generation of writers of Maghrebi origin, but who have wandered from the land of their roots. Included in this category are those who have come to be known as the “second generation”: sons and daughters of harkis, who are therefore French nationals, or Muslim immigrants, who sometimes seek naturalization. Then, there are those unsettling cases where North Africa is both absent and present, as with the symbolists, including the Tunisian Jacques Zibi, who published a moving story entitled Ma, where he expresses his tenderness for his Jewish mother.

        We have left out (for the moment) those we previously referred to as “tourist writers.” Not that their writings are in any way trivial (Flaubert, Fromentin, Gide), but these were all outsider viewpoints. We decided to confine ourselves here to this more contemporary renewal of Maghrebi literature in French, to those authors speaking from the inside. We therefore chose to present, preferably if not exclusively, native-born writers, whatever their religious, ethnic or national identity might be. Not exclusively, as I said, for it would be impossible not to mention the writers whose influence has been so considerable.

        Since aesthetics played into our decision just as much as historical and sociological criteria, we have also left out, for the moment, those essayists for whom aesthetics played no predominant role. We might include certain journalists among them, whose work deserves a place in a more ambitious collection than this one. For instance, Béchir Ben Yahmed, the founding director of the weekly magazine Jeune Afrique, whose incisive writing is well worth mentioning. And on the subject of worthiness, we obviously devoted more space to those writers for whose work we have the greatest admiration. It bears repeating that since there is no bureau of weights and measures when it comes to literary standards, we are free to admire and critique at will.

        At the other end of the aesthetic spectrum, so to speak, we have paradoxically reduced the amount of space devoted to poetry. We merely cited in passing the poetic works of successful prose writers. We in no way intend to ostracize an entire genre, poetry in particular, the very essence of literature, but there was simply too much of it. French language poetry of the Maghreb would require an anthology all of its own. There must surely be some unwritten law: among young nations (or ones newly rejuvenated by events), the poetry output intensifies. Still, let us face the harsh reality: the Maghreb has yet to produce a poet whose oeuvre stands on its own merits.

        For similar reasons, we left out writers who had published only a single book, citing them in the appendix, for the time being. We intend to reintroduce them in a subsequent printing, if they should live long enough to produce further work, and provided our publishing project lasts into the future. Whatever the case, readers should find a shorthand version of all they need to know in the present volume.

        Clearly then, it would be appropriate to speak of Maghrebi literatures in the plural rather than the singular. Opening the field in this manner allows for all kinds of potential additions. For instance, there exists an intriguing and by no means negligible writing tradition among the Maghreb’s Jews. A researcher should make a project of compiling the complete list. And of course, French is not the only language at issue here. Having undergone so many different influences, North Africa includes, in addition to the majority Arabic speakers, users of Hebrew, Italian, Berber/Kabyle, all of which have enriched, to varying degrees, the shared cultural heritage. Here again, all these people should be reintroduced into some larger compendium. The list of should grows ever longer. . . .

        And thus it is that we have once again, deliberately and most regrettably, left out of our anthology, for the time being at least, the oral tradition still thriving in our countries of origin. How could we fail someday to mention the “Jeha cycle,” whose little stories are constantly resurfacing in ordinary conversation? Indeed, new ones are being invented every day, to meet the needs of daily life. And if we dared reach back even further, beyond the time limits we set for ourselves, shouldn’t we also consider including the great Latin writers?

        Have we resolved all the difficulties inherent to a work on this scale? Of course not. The truth is that no exhaustive classification exists that could cover a single human reality, whatever it might be. An anthology is but one choice among many, one key that we offer. What matters is to adopt a code that will allow for an appropriate reading, and to make that code clear to the reader. Now it’s done. We can only hope that you will recognize that we have done our best.

      
      
        What Language to Write In?: The Literary Homeland of the Colonized (1996)

        Writers in still colonized regions [or] those living in exile or exiting prison all share in common the desperate sincerity of those with nothing left to lose. In most young nations of the Third World, their condition remains worrisome and ambiguous. It is as if their former difficulties were added to and compounded by new ones, liable to be even more noxious for the free exercise of their line of work.

        Under colonial rule, if you did not write in the language of the colonizer, you were practically guaranteed to have no readership. Apart from a few well-read bilinguals, most academics, white collar workers and the bourgeoisie in general were more fluent in that language than in their mother tongue, at least with regard to written expression. The masses didn’t read at all, since most of them had never learned to read in any language. If a writer were to have decided to stick with the language of the people, whatever the cost, where would he or she find a publisher? How would the book get distributed? Then, there was also that other more formidable obstacle, psychological this time, which the writer would encounter within himself: the interiorized disrepute that tainted everything involving the colonized subject. Young men and women who came of age in an already independent nation have no idea that their fathers and uncles were often ashamed to use their native tongue in public!

        Today, however, writers are free: who prevents them from working in their national language? Not only are they free, but it is time for them to exercise their long suppressed right. And yet, they seem to waver. Unnerved by the urgency of the choice, they would appear to be postponing the deadline. We have never heard so much rhetoric and commentary over these issues as since the end of colonization. The truth is plain, however: these writers are already, and irrevocably, writers in French or English. This is no sign of weakness or betrayal, but an unavoidable legacy, however controversial the question remains. Better, then, to admit it in all frankness, so that the debate might come to a close regarding these writers, who lived their historical moment, one that cannot be erased from the nation’s past.

        The issue is less straightforward for the new generations, who learned both languages from their first day at school: why, then, when the time comes to choose, do the overwhelming majority of them end up opting to become writers in French or English? Why is most literature still produced in French in Algeria, Morocco and even Tunisia, where the promotion of Arabic is more far-reaching than elsewhere? And in practically all francophone and anglophone sub-Saharan Africa? Against all expectations and despite prideful proclamations?

        We cannot blame material conditions for national literatures, which have improved greatly. State-backed publishing houses have been created nearly everywhere. Distribution networks have been set up through the government, run by civil servants. Literary prizes have been created, theater companies formed, and cinema is gaining a foothold. All this will certainly boost artistic production and hopefully garner honors and financial rewards for the authors. Real as these improvements may be, there are still so many obstacles and stumbling blocks, often different from those of the past. State-run publishers bring to bear all the disadvantages of unwieldy public administrations and of political groups, without the positive sides of either. They tend to be cumbersome, unyielding and ineffective, not to mention cash-strapped in a business where it pays to be nimble and willing to take risks. The administrators distrust the writers they are supposed to be promoting, fearing that their deviant language and irresponsible behavior might stir people up, and therefore prefer a heavy-handed approach. And most importantly, which readership are we talking about here? A sparse foreign market, and a tiny domestic one, so that young writers murmur ironically that their local book launches feel more like funerals.

        The problem of readership obviously follows that of language. Colonized writers were living a misunderstanding: they gave voice to their people’s grievances, but couldn’t make themselves heard by them. They tangled with the colonizers, but sought them as an audience. They were avidly searching for a genuine readership, at least, this was what they claimed. Then came decolonization, and the nation gradually asserted itself. Did this mean they would at last encounter their natural constituency, the only one that mattered? The readers who not only understood the language of their writing, but [also understood] all the nuances of the heart, the resonance of memory, even when unconscious, and who would discover themselves in the writing, with surprise and delight, on every page? This miraculous readership, commonplace for writers elsewhere, spontaneously granted to its writers by that secret pact that bonds a cultural community, is still nowhere to be found.

        Admittedly, the rise of compulsory schooling, which has already made strides, might lead us to hope that new generations of readers will emerge in the not too distant future. But will it take this long waiting period before writers are sure to be read? And especially, in what language? Has the nation really chosen, in concrete terms, how to run its daily operations? We all know Ben Badis’s famous unifying proclamation: “Islam is my religion, Arabic is my language, Algeria is my country.” But what about since then? What is going on now? A certain Minister of Education spoke boldly and sensibly to the issue when he said: “[Algerian schools] are governed by a de facto bilingualism . . . for us, it’s a bilingualism of circumstance, and is in the country’s best interest” (Ahmed Taleb Ibrahimi).

        The traditional languages of Africa have yet to adopt to the technical needs that the future of their nations require of them. And it is wise that Egypt, often the model for the Maghreb, continues to train its engineers and doctors in English. For a too hasty Arabization would hinder the technical and economic development of the country. In the meantime, however, heated arguments over a definite national language policy are ongoing: should we opt for modern standard Arabic or the dialect, which is the language of the vast majority of potential readers? Or for some third language that blends all of them, the one that journalists and radio hosts are already implementing as their vehicle? Opposing sides resort to insult, to mutual accusations of betrayal or revivalism. All the while, writing in French and English continues apace. And the writers continue to address their work to the readership of the former metropole, with a sigh of feigned resignation. . . .

        Thus, out of the dozen or so works of quality produced annually by writers from the Maghreb, almost all are published in Paris. And what is tragically paradoxical, few of these ever arrive in the bookstores of Algiers, Rabat or Tunis, for hardly any can overcome the red tape, the censors’ scrutiny and the readers’ low income. Granted, with French culture remaining one of the world’s most prestigious, Paris continues to exercise its despotic fascination on anyone who speaks French, and even on those who do not. But is that a reason to give up, after so many proclamations, promises and challenges?

        A centuries-old cultural tradition is expressed in Arabic as well, and it is utterly inconceivable that such a prestigious legacy should be allowed to fade. But it is equally true that there is no longer one Arabic, but several; or more precisely, one classical Arabic and several spoken ones. Over one hundred languages are spoken in sub-Saharan Africa, almost none of which are written and therefore have no textual tradition. The thorny problem of Kabyle in Algeria is also worth addressing, and more broadly, Berber in Morocco, which arouses much passion and concern. After all, a majority imposes its cultural imperatives on a minority only by violence disguised as law.

        All of this poses new and daunting problems, ones that writers obviously cannot escape. Resigning oneself to writing in a language other than that of the majority of a nation amounts to perpetuating the rift between writer and street, between average folks and the privileges of money and culture. The consequences are not only moral: the cultural sidelining of the majority most probably leads to adverse social and economic results. In the long term, schooling could also help heal this rift, but the current dilemma is worth observing: a European language is chosen to avoid immediate harm and to move the nation forward more quickly, but this choice itself involves harm that can be repaired only with the passage of time.

        Moreover, how can a nation that has only just begun the reconstruction process, slowly and painstakingly building its future, give in to this fragmentation impulse? With time, perhaps, if linguistic unification is not achieved, one might imagine the prospect of dual languages or even more. But early in a nation’s existence, achieving liberation without restoring collective culture seems egregiously shortsighted. Restoring culture without a basic language is an absurdity. Which brings us to the unsettling problem of collective identity (too massive an issue to address at any length here) that haunts so many young nations: to successfully unite a people and build it into a modern nation, must this people share a deep identity? Or does that notion cross over into a belief system where the real is inextricably linked to collective legends, origin myths, stories of a homogenous past, a mother language and common ancestors, and therefore, myths of a future that is necessarily common, homogenous and indivisible?

        
          Artist and Citizen

          No wonder, then, that writers are so distraught, anxious to find the best path as artists and citizens in a nation that is too young not to be both exacting and unsure. As crafters of language, better acquainted with myth-making than most, they must decide in short order for themselves and for their people, at a time and place where every decision is highly consequential. Where no solution is immediately and entirely satisfactory. Where the shifting, fragmented and wary public remains to be created, rallied and persuaded. Where no single language as yet achieves unanimity, because the people themselves are no longer unanimous, if indeed they ever were. Is all this the persistent consequence of colonization, of vast inequalities of cultural development among the different classes or social groups, of varying extents of absorption of the former colonizer’s civilization, of the persistence of ethnic or tribal prerogatives? Whatever the explanation, there is no getting around a painful choice when it comes to language.

          At any rate, it will be a tricky decision, for it requires at the outset a certain conception of nationhood. If, for example, a new nation is fortunate enough to already have a predominant national language, should the country opt for its learned, more scholarly and prestigious form, even when the majority of the population lacks the schooling to understand it? Or should the country go with the popular language, the idiom of the street, as so many nations of Europe did in the early days of their history? Would this second option not risk depriving the still fledgling nation of the resources of its tradition, of the cultural treasure it so urgently needs? There is no single solution that outshines any other, such that it would spare writers their feelings of guilt and unease. There is no solution that would not have some momentous impact or another on their work and the future of the nation.

          After the challenges of the colonial period, followed by the turmoil of decolonization, we now face the difficult task of collective affirmation of the nation in the making. A formidable one by any measure. Precisely because it is more hazardous, rebellion against the enemy is more exalting than contesting one’s own side. Even so, presumably free citizens of a presumably free country, writers are faced with a new set of duties: they must take stock of their own people’s weaknesses, of the unearned privileges of certain classes, of the transgressions of their leaders. They must question their own alliances, to struggle against their own assumptions, at the risk of adding to an already confused state of affairs. Were they not in revolt, in solidarity with their countrymen and women? And now they are suspected of betrayal, an uncomfortable position to occupy. It is far less painful to be rebel than a traitor.

          We are now in the era of Salman Rushdie, Taslima Nasreen and Naguib Mahfouz, whose Nobel Prize did not prevent him from being stabbed in the streets of Cairo. Algerian intellectuals such as Rachid Boudjedra fear for their lives, and must live in hiding, erasing their footprints as they go. It was not the colonial powers that threw Abdellatif Laâbi into prison.

          Writers could remain silent on certain topics, but writing always involves disclosure of one kind or another, and therefore, dissidence. If they give in, they give up. Is a writer who accepts a ministerial position in the government still a writer? These are issues that go beyond the scope of decolonization itself. We can no longer address only our individual problems, country by country. Beyond our particular national, ethnic and regional issues, we must together come up with a global, shared definition of contemporary man.

        
      
      
        Emergence of a Maghrebi Literature in French: The 1954 Generation (2001)

        Mireille Calle-Gruber: Thanks to the preface by Camus, then one by Sartre, and to your advantageous relationship with Les Temps modernes, you enjoyed rather special recognition and status, which allowed you to bridge the French and Maghrebi literary scenes. You were a literary guarantor, in a way.

        Albert Memmi: When I arrived in Paris for the first time to go to university, I didn’t know a soul. For the sake of convenience, I rented a room 200 meters from the Sorbonne, at the Hôtel Molière, which has since disappeared. I had hoped to run into Jean Amrouche, but he was travelling at the time. Then, while working on a degree in Philosophy, I got married and we moved back to Tunisia, where we spent seven years, during the waning years of colonization. When I came back to Paris, at that point I did indeed serve as a binding force. The magazine L’Express asked me to write an article on “Perspectives on Maghrebi Literature in French.”

        In this article, which was important for its timeliness, I identified four stages or periods. I spoke only about those who write in French, for I was not fluent enough, and never have been, to appraise anything written in Arabic. Stage One: particularly among the Jewish population, there were a number of short story writers, Levy, for instance, whose alias anagrammed to Ryvel, or Vitalis Danon, both of whom were school principals by profession. Their works were not trivial, though they never attained a form distinctive enough to earn recognition. The second stage consisted of those I call the “migratory birds.” They would come to Tunisia for five or six years, the duration of a contract in teaching or administration, and then return home, which was perfectly legitimate. But since they never mingled with the native population, nor did they ever learn the language, they never got to know the locals. Apart from Fatima the servant and Mohammed the gardener, the “natives” did not really exist for them. Only with the third period do I make my point, the generation of Dib, Mammeri and myself: these texts reintroduce Algerians, Tunisians and Moroccans, in all their wonderful Maghrebi diversity, which is to say, the presence of Muslims, Berbers and Jews. All of a sudden, the protagonists were finally locals. In my Express text, I point out how these writers, without consulting among themselves, seemed to spontaneously divide up the work, each addressing the social issue that they knew best. In Dib’s La grande maison, it is the Algiers urban proletariat; in Mammeri, the Berber milieu; and in my early books, the Jewish ghetto and lower middle class of Tunis. Each developed a literary sociology and a literary language all his own. The fourth period, which I don’t talk about in that article, since it was still too early, marks the flowering of the third period, with Kateb Yacine, Chraïbi, etc., who should not be included among those earlier writers, as is often done.

        Mireille Calle-Gruber: Kateb Yacine is often cited as the precursor because of his Nedjma, which became something of a touchstone novel, but Nedjma is already 1956 . . .

        Albert Memmi: Right, and this is an error. Kateb Yacine, Malek Haddad, Driss Chraïbi, these are writers of the second generation. During this period, there are poets, novelists, essayists, a plethora of high-quality literary works. By way of anecdote, in my text for L’Express, I announced that there would soon be another period, that of Maghrebi literature written in Arabic. L’Express cut this from the article. I sent them an angry letter, for in my mind this was very important, a harbinger of decolonization. They responded graciously but never published my letter.

        Mireille Calle-Gruber: What exactly did you mean by Arabic language literature: that new writers would be emerging or that the French language forerunners would also write in Arabic, for an Arab readership?

        Albert Memmi: No, I did not believe that my contemporaries would start writing in Arabic, and certainly not myself, I was totally incapable of doing so. Occasionally, some fluent Arabic speaker would get upset with me: why did you never write in Arabic? I would answer plainly that I had never learned classical Arabic. We write in the language we can. I write in French. No, I rather envisioned yet another new generation. But I misjudged the duration of the previous one. I wrote in The Colonizer and the Colonized that Maghrebi literature in French would probably die young. I took a lot of criticism for that, and rightly so. I got it wrong. I thought that Arabic language literature would come much faster than it has. It is still in its infancy. I fell into my own trap! It seems I blindly adhered to a logical forecast, whereas I should have paid better attention to what was really happening, as I usually do.

        Mireille Calle-Gruber: So, back then, you considered literature in French in the Maghreb to be a mere transition toward emancipation and therefore a national language? How has all that turned out?

        Albert Memmi: As I said, Arabic language literature in North Africa is still in its infancy, which is not the case in other countries, Lebanon, for example. I’m not in a position to judge. At any rate, no one can claim that there is an Arabic language literature equal in value, diversity and innovation to the literature in French. In Algeria, Tunisia and Morocco, excellent writers continue to emerge. Production proceeds at a sustained pace, in Algeria especially, and what is most significant is the arrival on the scene of so many women writers. This is a phenomenon whose impact we have yet to fully measure. Since women are in charge of educating children, both boys and girls, their influence is obviously crucial. So long as women are held down, the education they provide will fall far short. As more high-profile women appear on the scene, real emancipation will take place, even if men oppose it with all their might: this will mark a major shift in the education of young Muslims. There is also the issue of language. It is clear that writers have emerged and continue to emerge in French language works, while writing in Arabic, as I said earlier, remains marginal. The most daunting challenge is therefore what to teach in schools. We are still in this situation of in-between-ness. Look at my own case: three or four years ago, I received the France-Tunisia Prize, but since I was already naturalized as French, I was invited as a Frenchman, which seems to defeat the whole purpose, in a funny sort of way.

        Mireille Calle-Gruber: You have always been split among languages and cultures: Arabic, Jewish, French. You are Tunisian, but French, non-Muslim, a secular Jew, French-speaking but more or less Berber-speaking as well, from your mother’s side.

        Albert Memmi: Yes, the problems of language, nation and nationalities are linked. Either you believe that literature is tightly linked to a national entity, as its expression and its banner, and therefore adheres to the exclusive labels of Algerian, Tunisian and Moroccan. Or you consider that literature may well be a phenomenon nourished by national divisions, but that it transcends them, which then allows multiple generations of writers to reintegrate the North African fold, going all the way back to Saint Augustine, born in Thagaste, today’s Souk Ahras in Algeria, or Apuleius or Camus! In that case, Camus and I are most definitely Maghrebi writers.

        Mireille Calle-Gruber: This is Assia Djebar’s gesture in her Algerian White (1995), where she lists Camus at the top of her “Algerian writers.” And later, she goes on to call the author of The First Man (1994) “Camus the Algerian.” But let’s go back, if we might, to the presence of Jewish writers in the Maghreb. How would you situate them in the literary movement emerging in 1954? What was their impact?

        Albert Memmi: There has always been a strong presence of Jewish writers in French language literature in the Maghreb. The reason for this is that Jews acquired French before the Muslims did, thanks to the work performed by one specific institution, the Alliance israélite universelle. This institution, headquartered in Paris, was devoted to improving the Jewish communities of the Mediterranean region. And not only for cultural reasons, but for what I would call vital ones, a matter of survival in many instances. The ghettos were squalid beyond belief, rife with malnutrition, disease and substandard sanitation, you cannot imagine how bad it was! In these circumstances, French served as a vehicle for modernization, for their emancipation. Inevitably then, the inception phase of their writing had to be in French. Arabic, my mother’s language—the spoken dialect, the non-written version—was not a language we could read or write in. But all the school principals and teachers, they all taught French, and it was in French that we learned the language of hygiene and citizenship; in other words, it was a political language. The whole issue is as sociological as it is cultural. And it is because the path to modernization—at the most basic level: sanitation, other early learning tools—was conveyed in French that Jewish literature in French preceded Arab-Muslim literature in the Maghreb. This also explains why we experienced the related concerns earlier than the Muslims did: the problem of double language, the question of belonging, etc.

        Mireille Calle-Gruber: You have occasionally claimed to have held an intermediary position, sharing in the life experience of both Muslims, i.e., the colonized, and the French, the colonizers.

        Albert Memmi: This is true, I shared with the Muslims the fate of people deprived of their rights, such as the right to vote. We had special passports, for instance, and our grasp of the language was weak; all the features of being colonized, in fact, were common to us both. On the other hand, to the extent that I intended to achieve fluency in French—and I believe I have succeeded—I see myself rather as a Parisian intellectual, an heir to the eighteenth century enlightenment, a progressive, a bit revolutionary, or reformist, secular. . . . For sure, I identify as a writer much more with Diderot than with any Arab writer or Jewish traditionalist.

        To sum up, you have said that my itinerary has made me the exemplary writer for understanding the Maghrebi literary movement, and I thank you for that. And I hope this is ongoing! At least, I’m making an effort in that direction. . . . In fact, it is one of those ironies of history that I am once again exemplary, for that attraction to the secular, defiant West is now shared by a growing number of third-generation Maghrebi writers, today’s young authors. Human rights, freedoms for women, social justice—these are values that we have tapped in the West, and that we share with a certain European intelligentsia, beyond our respective peculiarities. In any case, as far as I am concerned, I am pleased to know that I am considered a secular humanist, an activist humanist.
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        Decolonization and the Decolonized (2004)

      
      
        Much of Memmi’s oeuvre tracks the agonizing process of decolonization and the challenges to achieving liberation. Praise for The Colonizer and the Colonized has focused not only on Memmi’s dissection of the colonial situation but also on his concerns regarding the legacies of revolutionary violence and the risks of nationalism. Since moving to France, Memmi addressed decolonization and the postcolonial in the context of his publications on Maghrebi literature, Jewish identity, the sociology of dependence, and racism. However, his most comprehensive intervention appeared in Portrait du décolonisé arabo-musulman et de quelques autres, translated into English with the quite different title Decolonization and the Decolonized. It is a scathing evaluation of the postcolonial world, including postcolonial states, their relationship with the West, the responsibility of intellectuals, and the difficulties of postcolonial immigrants in Europe.

        Perceived by several reviewers as a fateful departure from his previous work in tone and approach, Decolonization and the Decolonized is highly critical, particularly toward Arab states and immigrants and their descendants from those areas. He evaluates the performance of governments and supranational movements in Africa and the Middle East. Finding them wanting, he faults especially their failed leadership and the corruption of dictatorial regimes. As for immigration, Memmi wades into controversial issues such as the wearing of the hijab and the impact of immigration from Islamic regions on French culture. The selections here reveal Memmi’s understanding of decolonization as a process rather than an absolute break, his resistance to purely economic understandings of colonialism or the notion of neocolonialism, and his criticism of the “countermyths” that emerge following colonization by the formerly colonized. These themes are all evident in the first short text, a previously untranslated summary of a conference paper from 1965 signed off by Memmi, indicating his long-term preparation for writing Decolonization and the Decolonized. His previously untranslated short article on secularism and fundamentalism that appeared in March 1989 articulates the philosophical grounds for his support for laïcité as sacred for the French Republic (selection two). Memmi then addresses the response to Decolonization and the Decolonized (selection three). Several key excerpts of the book are then included (selection four). This section closes with two previously untranslated late interviews with Memmi. In the first from 2012, he expresses his jaundiced view of the Tunisian Jasmine Revolution and the Arab Spring it precipitated and gives his cautionary remarks about Islamic fundamentalism (selection five); in the second from 2006, he reprises some of his key themes and topics and goes over the positions that characterize his oeuvre from his life in Tunisia to France and back again (selection six).

      
      
        The Decolonized Man (1967)

        Albert Memmi believes that we have to return once again to colonization: decolonized people are people in the process of decolonization. The portrait of the decolonized is a direct follow-up to the portrait of the colonized. He thus goes back to the patterns and frameworks he uncovered, particularly in his earlier work, The Colonizer and the Colonized.

        He recalls the dialectic defined by denial of self—love of the colonizer, so long as colonization is tolerated—which then flips into denial of the colonizer and affirmation of the self, escalating all the way to hatred of the other. He describes here a few of these behaviors of the colonized in revolt that extend well beyond political independence: for instance, the extolling of traditional values and group attributes, and even countermyths. Simply put, in both revolt and defeat, the colonized continue to define themselves in connection with the colonizer, within the colonial relationship.

        Can we now say that the process is complete? Did the end of colonization mark the disappearance of this dialectical relationship? In other words, is the ex-colonized subject truly independent, in the end?

        To venture this assertion, we would have had to observe a complete transformation of the objective conditions of this colonial relationship. But this transformation remains woefully incomplete and, in many cases, superficial.

        Memmi confines himself to developing two examples: economic relations and cultural relations with the former colonizer or even with its replacement, in the case of an even more powerful nation.

        We realize today that the end of a relationship of political subordination has not automatically brought about an end to economic subordination: economic dependence has simply assumed a new guise. Perhaps this was inevitable. To compete effectively today, countries must have achieved industrialization. But to do so requires a certain time period to build up reserves. New nations, the so-called underdeveloped countries, are clearly lacking those reserves, and for the moment, they have to ask other countries for aid. And as we know quite well, aid comes at a cost, a heavy one, evident in the hackneyed “aid to underdeveloped countries” (or, as it is charmingly referred to, “tied aid”). The economic plight of decolonization is as tragic as that of colonization.

        Culturally, it’s almost as serious; in one sense, it is even worse, in that the dependence is all the more conscious. We need only look at the case of India where, faced with the impossible task of coming up with a common language denominator, English has remained the predominant language.

        It is therefore hard to see how, by some miracle, the ex-colonized would have radically changed. Some of the demands placed upon the former colonizer by the ex-colonized are at times, one has to admit, somewhat outlandish. Like those teenagers who firmly insist, and rightly so, upon being independent from their parents but continue to enjoy and expect their continued financial support. One administrator, who teaches in an elite school of public administration, recounts one of the major concerns among the trainees of formerly colonized countries: to obtain accreditation that will be valid in France.

        Clearly, relations between ex-colonizers and their former colonies will become increasingly indistinguishable from those that regulate international life, however harsh, until they undergo some fundamental shift. [ . . . ]

        The interest of a portrait of the decolonized would be to show us one of the specific paths toward liberating dominated people, with all their particular doubts and difficulties. [ . . . ]

      
      
        Fundamentalisms and Secularism (1989)

        By now, we should have been more seriously addressing the problem of fundamentalism, exploring its meaning, and squarely taking a position on the matter. And let us be precise here: not only our neighbor’s fundamentalism but our own as well, the one that lies dormant or shows its face in our respective religious communities.

        Tactically, I am well aware that my point is neither smart nor timely: is it really the moment to be comparing Iranian fundamentalism to other fundamentalisms? Does that not amount to relativizing the vitriol and outrage? And yet, we have understood very little unless we compare. Today’s unanimous outcry strikes me as a bit too convenient: the fundamentalist is the other, enough said. Yet, the fanaticism that necessarily results can exist and persist only with our complacency, if not our complicity.

        Fundamentalism is not simply some random news item, confined to Iran or to Islam. Nor is it a recent phenomenon; rather, it is older and more entrenched than humanism or tolerance, whether in matters religious or political. Like AIDS, it is merely in abeyance, reemerging periodically in times of accelerated social change, causing people to worry and take refuge in things that reassure by virtue of their ancientness.

        
          Three Revelatory Incidents

          Fundamentalism corresponds to a holist conception of existence; it is both emotional and systematic. Let us consider three relatively recent events that stirred up our various religious communities: the demands made by Jewish fundamentalists in Israel, the controversy sparked by the Scorsese film The Last Temptation of Christ, and the fatwa issued against the Anglo-Indian writer Salman Rushdie. It is worth noting the features common to these three stories, even though they have reached a fever pitch in the case of Iran. Monsignor Decourtray got it right: the Muslim cause is identical to the Christian cause. Likewise, the Grand Rabbi of France asserted his solidarity with the bishops.

          When the Jewish fundamentalists of Jerusalem wish to impose their exclusive definition of who is Jewish, they tend to exclude from the Jewish community the majority of contemporary Jews; the non-Jewish spouses of all mixed marriages, even those converted by a reformed rabbi; and their children ignominiously referred to as bastards. Thus, fundamentalism excludes even other members of the faithful of the same confession, with the same rigor as they apply to heretics. The result of this curse is symbolic suppression, if not physical suppression. If fundamentalists were to win the day in Israel, the non-fundamentalists would have to “convert,” which is to say, they would have to become fundamentalists themselves. In a word, fundamentalism is indeed the death, symbolic at least, of the other, construed as a temporary solution.

          The Scorsese film aroused temptations among certain Christians. We already knew this, thanks to the demonstrations of the followers of Monsignor Lefebvre who, let us recall, have often sided with the proponents of Le Pen: this time, physical violence and doctrinal condemnation were harder to separate.1 But here again, Mgr. Lefevbre is but the culmination of an endemic trend. If the official Church had settled for condemning the film, there would have been nothing to say. We secular liberals were hardly going to hold it against him [i.e., Lefevbre], since our philosophy dictates that we respect everyone’s opinion, even if the believers fail to respect ours. [ . . . ] With respect to the Scorsese affair, activist Christians did not merely express an opinion; they took action. A movie theater was burned down in Paris, resulting in one indirect fatality. In several cities throughout France and Europe, screenings of the film were interrupted, in violation of law, under threat of violence. Were these acts condemned by the Church? No, they were only deplored: this is what happens, one bishop dared to declare, when you offend the deep feelings of Christians.

          With the incitement to the murder of Salman Rushdie, things became crystal clear: anyone who attacks Islam is liable to be killed. The attack, we should note, is merely verbal, a contrary opinion. The magnitude of the reward provides the full measure of the sentence: Rushdie must be destroyed, and not just symbolically punished.

          This construct, which we can justifiably call totalitarian, is not the product of religious minds alone: there exist totalitarianisms in politics as in philosophy. They are based upon two premises. The first is that truth, albeit their own version of the truth, is absolute. Fundamentalism refers to the bedrock, the fundamentals of tradition, interpreted in a peculiar manner, of course. It suffers no further outside constraints, which would be interpreted as a threat to its own existence. To my mind, this only proves that, despite appearances, these totalitarians are not so self-assured, nor are they entirely convinced of their truth; otherwise, why would they need to defend it so fiercely? They need to put God on their side to make it sound persuasive.

          The second premise, arising from the first, is that individuals and peoples opposed to this unitary conception must be removed, either by coercion, or where necessary, by destruction. The ideology’s endpoint is radical action, without which it would not be total.

        
        
          Doubt, Not Submission

          In contrast to this philosophy, which poses such a threat to peoples and individuals, I posit a conception I define as secular, or liberal, for want of a better term. It is also based upon two premises.

          The first is the distinction between reason and faith, whether religious or political. This separation has allowed for the extraordinary development of science and technology, the very conditions of Western civilization. This civilization has triumphed everywhere in the world, for even the Iran of the ayatollahs reluctantly make use of rationality and techno-industrial structures to power their factories and warships.

          This triumph requires doubt as a precondition, rather than submission to a predetermined authority, however prestigious it might be; truth is relative, always subject to revision, always pending further experiment. This of course assumes a measure of respect for the contradictor, who professes a different opinion, which is the whole point.

          Once again, let us reiterate that this conception in no way undermines the credibility of people’s faith and beliefs: this is simply about two domains that function according to different rules. Recall the wonderful statement of Louis Pasteur, a practicing Catholic: When I enter my laboratory, I leave my faith in the cloakroom.

          The second premise is the distinction between law and authority, be it political or religious, what we still call the separation of powers. No authority, however mighty, should be able to negate the rights of an individual or group, however small, marginal, or economically impoverished: this is the very basis of democracy.

          It is noteworthy that this principle has also triumphed the world over, at least in appearance. Note the steady gains for the human rights doctrine over the last few decades. Even those who exclude minorities, who practice torture, who enact racist policies and rule by constant show of force, still proclaim that they are basically democratic. They make excuses for their behavior, pointing to some exceptional circumstance or other or citing some higher interest of the nation, the Church, or their group . . . in which case, they are in flagrant contradiction with their proclamations, since the law is not measured with such special interests in mind.

          Unfortunately, this twin triumph of reason and justice which come together under democracy is never definitive. Those who believed, at the end of the last world war, that humanity would never allow itself to be dragged into another disastrous project were sadly mistaken. We are witnessing the insidious return of racism, fascist parties, and, now, fundamentalism.

          Against these demons, the real struggle is that of secular humanism, which we must wage together: beyond our respective groups, believers included, and beyond our respective faiths. For secularism is our only common denominator: it excludes no one and includes anyone who accepts the common contract, that of respect for everyone else.

          And do not challenge us with the claim that by saying certain things, we are not respecting people. If such were the case we would just be turning in circles: to be respected, must we require the silence and surrender of others? Of course not. The human adventure belongs to all and in its cultural expressions as well. Neither Moses, nor Jesus, nor Mohammed, nor Buddha belong exclusively to those who wish to identify with them. We have the right, all of us, to question, critique, and discuss these legendary figures. It’s the fundamentalists who need to dig a little deeper and ask themselves why they have identified so strongly with their traditional model that they panic as soon as anyone else comes near it.

          On days when weariness sets in, I admit I sometimes feel rather disheartened. I store painful impressions from heated debates and borderline brawls, where I attempted to suggest to Jewish or Muslim audiences that the future of our life together depends on the radical separation of temporal and spiritual power, the synagogue and the state, the mosque and the state, as implemented by the amazingly fruitful revolution carried out by Western democracies. The resistance to this idea, the fury of those in attendance, was all the more comical—if indeed there is room for comedy in such grave matters—in that they were all living in just such democracies.

          For we all need to put our own houses in order. We owe it to ourselves, first of all, before we go demanding it of others. Each of us, on our own behalf and with whatever means available, must attempt to get to the core of the matter. Why not ask ourselves, for instance, once and for all, what the notion of the sacred really means, or what respect truly signifies? Or the extraordinary requirement for unconditional submission to a system of values, of myths on occasion, religious or political, . . . demanded imperatively of people who do not share this system!

          I understand how upsetting it could be to question the pillars of a tradition. It would be naive to think that we could remove people’s crutches without triggering their anxiety, and in doing so, provoke their anger. This is what in the past I have called breaking with dependency. And I don’t think that Rushdie is as naive as he’d like us to believe: he is participating in precisely this sort of reappraisal. Here again, we’d be better off if things were perfectly and courageously clear. But all research, all progress, is predicated upon the ongoing possibility of questioning our cultural heritage, of critiquing all of humanity: if we accept the notion of the sacred, then blasphemy follows fast on its heels, and blasphemy calls for coercion and eventually, for aggression. By then, there is no way out.

          We are often told, finally, that it would be dangerous to question certain taboos, essential for the survival of humanity. But a taboo is not essential in and of itself, in the absolute. We created the taboos because they have proven essential, over time, to the functioning of most human societies: on incest, for example, we realize, with or without religion, that everyone is in agreement, believers as well as agnostics. God is dead, everything is permitted? No! Whether he be dead or alive, there are forms of behavior that are not allowed. Morality is not the monopoly of believers.

          If the heavens are vacant, neither our ardent desire to fill them nor our fulminations against the unbelievers will populate them. No threat, no level of aggression, which has, alas, abounded throughout the history of all religions, has ever made unbelievers believe. The Inquisition and the endless holy wars have served only to exterminate the infidels. The reason is elementary: one cannot be ordered to believe, nor can belief be demonstrated. Any claim to the contrary is utterly illogical.

          It is high time we all sat down and thought this through together. I regret to conclude that there is more vigor and irreverence in that respect among many of the ancient Greeks than among our philosophers today, regarding contemporary forms of the sacred. In the meantime, may the heavens spare us the confiscation of temporal power by the fundamentalists, whoever they may be!

        
      
      
        Decolonization and the Decolonized Postface to the Pocket Edition (2004)

        I was expecting a fairly emotional response from the community of the formerly colonized, especially Arab-Muslims. [ . . . ] The ex-colonized and their descendants were apparently not scandalized, not even surprised by my project. [ . . . ] The media’s reception has been generous and courteous. Radio Beur, BRTV, the Berber network, TV6, RFO all gave me considerable on-air time. The weekly Jeune Afrique devoted a full page to my book, Afrique Asie a long article. [ . . . ]

        I want to review here some of the more pathetic disavowals: [ . . . ] Radio Libertaire [ . . . ] “Your comments are inappropriate for our listeners.” “Maybe, but at least allow me to explain myself.” The answer was no. Libération sent a young man to interview me for an afternoon, but nothing came of it. I sent a note to the newspaper’s editor. He didn’t take the trouble to respond.

        I was forced to acknowledge that my readers were offended by my interpretation of the facts. I have written that the current misfortunes of third-world populations do not arise from the continued actions of their former colonizers, of neocolonialism, but principally from their new rulers, whose corruption and tyranny I have denounced. These rulers have kept their countries, even those rich in resources, in a state of paradoxical poverty, allowed customs to stagnate, and fostered mass emigration. [ . . . ]

        It was as if, by denouncing their rulers, I had insulted the people, which was exactly the opposite of my intent. [ . . . ] I devoted exactly four pages to the conflict between Israel and Palestine. The subject is inexhaustible and convenient. I pointed out the deplorable situation of the Palestinians and urged the creation of a Palestinian state—something I have done for thirty years [ . . . ] I wondered why there had been such emphasis on the conflict, with its four thousand dead—deplorable like all deaths but hardly comparable to the millions of deaths in Africa, for example. As I write this afterword, a massacre in Darfur has left thirty thousand dead and displaced close to a million people. [ . . . ]

        The press resorted to a stratagem. [ . . . ] For the most part the press chose to speak about the author without discussing the book. [ . . . ] Even Le Monde [ . . . ] emphasized the picturesque aspects of my life and work. [ . . . ] There was nothing about the two-sided resistance to integration we see in practice: the immigrants’ hesitation to integrate and the host country’s reluctance to integrate them. [ . . . ]

        This includes my remarks about the irresponsibility, if not blindness or cowardice, of many intellectuals, who have taken refuge in outdated theories instead of daring to confront a novel situation, and the inability of politicians to address, except rhetorically, the especially dangerous and irreversible turmoil in which the world now finds itself.

      
      
        Decolonization and the Decolonized

        
          From Repression to Violence

          One of the greatest disappointments of the decolonized individual was his belief in an end to violence. In fact it is everywhere, explosive or latent, military or institutional, and it expresses itself inside and outside the country, even with close allies. After decades of independence they are still cutting throats in Algeria, imprisoning people in Tunisia, torturing in Cuba, and condemning the uncovered faces of women in Iran and Algeria. Mass graves have been discovered in Iraq; populations fleeing before imminent massacre have been counted in the hundreds of thousands, abandoning their dead and often the young along the way.

          In addition to economic exploitation and cultural alienation, colonization is the history of a succession of unbearable constraints. It has typically been characterized by periodic outbursts, which are met with by savage repression, followed by a resigned calm, until the next crisis arises. Yet, even with liberation, the violence continued, the faces were just about the same, the executioners the same. There are not that many ways to torture, to deprive someone of his freedom or his life. Some commentators will say that this was necessary to consolidate the country’s growing power against potential enemies, sometimes even against militants in the independence movement, men and women who had until then been completely devoted but who failed to understand that the revolution was over and it was absurd—dangerous, in fact—to assume that every promise would be kept. We know that social upheavals afford an opportunity to settle old scores and are no less horrifying than the various struggles for liberation. [ . . . ] In the liberated ex–third world, imprisonment and execution have probably been used more frequently since independence than under the colonial regimes.

          Naturally, there are degrees of violence, ranging from simple police intimidation to military intervention. Dissuasion ranges from the continuous presence of police in an ever-tightening net from which no one escapes, to assassination and imprisonment, judicial and extrajudicial. Delinquency, even minor, and unauthorized opinions are brutally and immediately repressed, such repression often extending to entire families. If there is recidivism, the accused, now considered beyond redemption, disappears without a word. But first he will be tortured to determine the importance of the crime. His death will depend not on the application of the law but on the mood of the ruler, on the degree of cynicism found among those in power. In general, the government can claim success: submission is apparently interiorized, with the populace’s behavior and thinking being aligned with government demands. [ . . . ]

          For those who, in spite of everything, upset the status quo and appear to question, if not threaten, the system, force is always available. [ . . . ]

          Violence is not limited to the national scene. It infects relations among the young nations, sapping national vitality. But they act as if no other solution was available. Take the irksome problem of borders, for example. These were created by the colonizers to divide the spoils, especially at the famous Treaty of Berlin. They have remained as a kind of poison legacy. Why have those nations not tried, through negotiation or some lasting agreement, to work toward the transformation of an absurd topographical configuration? [ . . . ] War is endemic to Black Africa, and international or interethnic conflicts have created more victims than colonization. Such terrible losses have not been seen since the worst periods of slavery. [ . . . ] Unfortunately, the current warfare among the black populations of Africa is not concerned with profitability; its horrors have greatly exceeded those of the raids once conducted jointly by prominent blacks and Arab traders to supply the European slave trade. [ . . . ]

          Why such continued desperate violence? The embarrassed historians among the formerly colonized have not failed to look for explanations. They claim this is simply a bad habit inherited from the colonial period, an additional wound. [ . . . ] But now the violence occurs among the formerly colonized, against their own people. In spite of the passage of time, the situation has not only endured, it has gotten worse. [ . . . ]

          There is violence in every society. Perhaps, more fundamentally, we have not yet been able to control the violence within us. We have only managed to confront it with some other violence, rather than banning all forms of violence. [ . . . ] This obstinacy in the use of violence may be the proof of our inadequate degree of socialization, of our animal nature. However, human progress is also an attempt to ritualize violence to protect society’s members from mutual destruction. At present the world’s formerly colonized societies, regardless of the form of government, can hardly be said to have succeeded in this. [ . . . ] Violence—and war, which is its generalized expression—is the sign of an eclipse of the nascent rule of law, that is, a perpetuation of the jungle. [ . . . ]

        
        
          A Nation Born Too Late

          Within many young nations tyranny blocks all progress, focuses the nation’s energies on the tyrant and his cronies. [ . . . ] The national project of the decolonized seems to be exhausted before it has really begun, primarily because those nations suffer from a historical handicap—they have been born too late. There are many reasons for this: the apathy caused by colonization, which continues long after independence, the persistent lethargy of the people, the vagueness of the concept of national territory, which has only been recently established [ . . . ]

          There is yet another paradox to the decolonized’s national aspiration: his nation has come into existence at a time when the Western national ideal that served as a model has begun to weaken throughout the rest of the world. It is no longer the bright new engine that led the majority of Europe into the nineteenth century. Perhaps we are witnessing the end of nation-states. [ . . . ] The decolonized will need visas to travel, which he will have to bargain for since he is not a national of a major power, and dollars, which will be issued parsimoniously, because his currency is too weak on the international markets and not convertible, making it little better than worthless. He is forced to acknowledge that his nation is too fragile to avoid being, in one way or another, a satellite, and that independence, obtained with such difficulty, remains threatened. [ . . . ]

          We focus on a handful of young firebrands, who abandon jeans for djellabas, pretending to ignore the majority. Nowhere does there exist, as many claim to believe, a true religious renewal; believers and nonbelievers alike remain pretty much as they were. On the other hand, there have been attempts to use religion for political ends with the intent of winning a larger role in the concert of nations through a strategy of fundamentalism. But those who are incredulous, let’s say the discreet agnostic, can no longer pretend to have faith when their religious practice is based on conformity and solidarity. What would happen if the fundamentalists were to succeed? Should the decolonized subject abandon all the things he has acquired—admittedly often borrowed from the West—which have now become customary and a part of his personality? In more general terms, he knows that the resources of the irrational and shared emotions are no longer sufficient for meeting the challenges of the modern world he hopes to become a part of. It is unlikely he will find in the Koran the secrets of industrialization or ways to refertilize the African steppe. [ . . . ]

          The decolonized experiences a form of stationary dismemberment, torn and pulled from every side. [ . . . ] Day-to-day existence is organized to a degree but punctuated by corruption and repression. Even the boldest of governments, after a few timid efforts at reform, subsides into the general paralysis. Innovation engenders fear, which leads to resistance and public disturbances. [ . . . ]

        
        
          Nations without Law

          The absence of law is worse than an unjust law. An unjust law is a reparable disorder; the absence of law implies the rule of an arbitrary system, where anything can happen to anyone. Foreigners grow indignant that there are few criticisms of ongoing corruption, the control by those close to the leader of various economic sectors, and the questionable enrichment of certain individuals. People are scandalized that there are so few inquiries concerning the abuse of power, such as the abduction of a political rival, a journalist, or simply a critic, whose family will never know if he is dead or alive. Such attitudes are extremely naive. Tyranny is opaque by its very nature. It could not operate in daylight. It would need to justify its decisions, supply proofs—things that define a democracy. But democracy remains foreign to the political practices of the third world, especially the Arab-Muslim world.

          Even during the period of colonization, when the law was on the side of the colonizer, there were limits to illegality. The colonizer was forced, although unwillingly, to consider the citizens back home. They, not being overly concerned with the interests of the colonists, were sufficiently democratic to impose a common set of laws throughout the empire. Once colonial law was abolished, it was never really replaced. The ruler owes nothing to anyone. He prevents the development of intermediary powers with sufficient autonomy—a judicial system, for example—that could serve as buffers between himself and the decolonized, who, in the event of litigation, are forced to turn directly to him, the only effective judge. The consequence of this unlimited power is the possibility of limitless iniquity. In this sense, there is no difference between the states of the Maghreb and the worst tyrannical regimes of Black Africa. Behind a more civilized appearance, the previous sultan of Morocco established a series of prisons that were far worse than those of the colonizer, and for decades hounded the wives and children of the condemned.

          The absence of law is not new, of course. Colonized peoples have always been subject to the will of those in power, often dependent on a yet more powerful entity, directly authorized by God. [ . . . ] The presidents of the new republics generally mimic what is most arbitrary about the colonial power. [ . . . ]

          The country of the decolonized is a country without law, where there is rampant institutional violence that can only be countered by even greater violence. The fundamentalists know this and await their moment. The “law of God” they hope to establish, the law of the priests, will suppress even the few scraps of freedom that have been conceded by the ruler. It will void the law for the sake of religious dogma.

        
        
          A Sick Society

          Here I wish to address what has been called Islamic terrorism. The world finds itself faced with a situation that has left it exasperated and lacking any coherent explanation. Terrorism is not only morally scandalous but [also] senseless, irrational. Yet even the irrational has its own logic, and immorality its defense: Islamic terrorism is an extreme form of the continuous violence that wracks the Arab world. It is not even an unusual phenomenon, and “God’s madmen” of the Muslim religion are no crazier than any others. [ . . . ] Although we are right to denounce the immorality of blind acts of violence that strike indiscriminately, do the pilots who bomb a city worry about who their victims are? Is this the first time that political or patriotic considerations have won out over moral principles? For extremists, how important is the harm caused to bystanders compared to what they judge to be the importance of their cause? For terrorist leaders, political murder is not as assassination but an episode in an ongoing war. To understand terrorism, even in its suicidal form, we must not only consider it from the point of view of its victims, who are necessarily and quite legitimately angered by their suffering, but from the perspective of its leaders and followers. Not only does its meaning differ for the two camps, but it fails to arouse the same sense of indignation: “It’s our way of fighting,” explains a Palestinian leader, “since we don’t have planes or tanks.”

          It’s not that novelty has made suicide bombing original, but that its radicality and generality have turned it into an original form of warfare. The bonzes killed only themselves.2 Without exception, the pilot who drops his bombs on a target hopes they avoid the innocent. The Muslim kamikaze wants to kill not only himself but [also] the greatest number of people possible, guilty and innocent, combatants and non-combatants alike. These two deaths are linked: since he does not care about his own life, he need not concern himself with that of the others. “A true Muslim would be able to sacrifice his parents and children,” stated Mulana Sayed Abdullah Bukhari, imam of the largest mosque in New Delhi. The Iranians had no qualms about exposing children to clouds of Iraqi poison gas, each of them with a key to paradise hanging from his neck. If they were willing to sacrifice their own children, why would they worry about someone else’s? The kamikaze’s actions incorporate the idea that he will never return; he knows, and accepts, that he will not survive. Every society produces its own heroes, who offer their life for the survival of the group. But heroes do not renounce life, they risk it, which is why they merit praise, even when they aspire to glory. The doctor or missionary who travels to a country in which there is an epidemic knows that he might fall victim to the disease, and possibly die, but he does not seek death. We know today that, contrary to what Japanese propaganda claimed, the Japanese kamikaze pilots were not so light hearted about their imminent death. The Arab kamikaze expects nothing other than death, and he awaits it willingly. It is in this sense that he is unique. For in this case the certainty of death abolishes everything, makes everything here on Earth negligible, insignificant, including any legal sanctions. The suicide bomber denies the rules so painfully acquired by human societies, the outline of a moralization of war. It is a reversal of the gradual humanization of human societies. They cut the throats of journalists, who are only doing their job, abduct or machine-gun tourists, who have arrived from another part of the world and had the misfortune to want to amuse themselves. A tract that appeared in Casablanca before a horrendous attack, one that was distributed only in the mosques, exhorted its readers to make no exceptions for women or children—all of them were considered guilty and deserved to die. The same justification has been advanced by Palestinian leaders: all Israelis without exception must be attacked. Islamic terrorism appears to have declared war on the entire world, including the Arab countries that fail to align themselves with its objectives. Tunisia, Morocco, even Saudi Arabia, the leading sanctuary of the Arab-Muslim world, have been struck. Until recently, Palestinian bombers concentrated on Israeli or Jewish targets; now the battle has extended to the world at large.

          Yet such aberrations are far from being universally denounced in the Arab world. Not all Arabs have become “God’s madmen” but we often encounter a sense of embarrassed indulgence or uneasiness rather than any firm condemnation, and occasionally even a kind of grateful—and not very subtle—admiration. “We are all bin Laden!” was a cry frequently heard in the suburbs of Paris, the streets of Cairo, and Ramallah immediately after September 11, 2001. There was a sense of pride and the satisfaction of revenge; as if those young idlers had contributed to the destruction of the New York skyscrapers. Bin Laden is considered the collective arm of the entire Arab-Muslim community. The hijackers, the advanced technological version of the makers of homemade bombs, sacrificed themselves for all Islam. They were considered “martyrs.” The kamikaze is not an isolated individual, a “madman” who acts under the influence of some uncontrolled impulse. He is recruited and trained in camps, supported by technical teams, given a Saudi or Pakistani passport, more recently English or French, and financed by the Arab governments. This diversity, which spans geographic regions, feeds a confused but reassuring sense of solidarity, the exalted feeling of a rediscovered sense of popular power. The painful cry of powerlessness, “They’re killing Muslims,” is answered by the suicide bomber who acts in the name of all Muslims. [ . . . ]

          To employ the language of medicine, we could say that Arab-Muslim society suffers from a serious depressive syndrome that prevents it from seeing any way out of its current situation. The Arab world has still not found, or has not wanted to consider, the transformations that would enable it to adapt to the modern world, which it cannot help but absorb. Rather than examining itself and applying the proper remedies, it looks for the causes of its disability in others. It’s the fault of the Americans, or the Jews, of unbelievers, infidels, or multinationals. Without underestimating the role of its relations with its global partners, or the rise to power of the American empire, which took over where the colonizers left off, it would be more useful to inquire into the internal causes of this stagnation. Through a classic process of projection, the Arab world blames them for every sin, depravity, loss of value, materialism, atheism, and so on. The suicide bomber must destroy this abject world along with himself, for it has become unlivable for him and those like him. It is the job of his handlers to convince him. It’s not just a question of poverty, as some would have it, but the confrontation of two societies, one open, adventurous, dynamic, and therefore filled with danger, wicked and depraved, the other, static, turned inward, powerless to confront this challenge but virtuous and legitimate through its submission to God. Incapable of acting, Arab society finds relief only in crisis, murderous outbursts of anger against those presumed to be guilty. Islamic terrorism is only one of the most alarming symptoms of this powerlessness. The others, less threatening, are no less significant. The absence of democracy, corruption, the fragility and unfairness of the judicial system, the condition of women—isolation, the violence of clitoral excision, the lack of legal rights, which has a direct impact on the education of the children in their care, who perpetuate such ignorance—sexual bullying, the delayed circumcision that risks causing long-lasting trauma, the frustration arising from separation of the sexes, the power of religion, which interferes with the proper operation of an unfettered rationality, the persecution of intellectuals, and the destruction of critical spirit, all form a coherent negative ensemble.

          All of this would be exacerbated if the terrorist actions of the Arab world were effective. But through its attacks, including in recalcitrant or hesitant Arab countries, terrorism has triggered total war without possessing the means to win it. It risks provoking a global response. Although Europe hesitates, the United States understood and, even before September 11, 2001, was making preparations. Scorning shared laws, Islamic terrorism has operated outside the law, which has produced a highly damaging representation of Arab-Muslim society. So that, rather than relieving its suffering, it maintains it within a vicious circle: uncontrolled violence arouses worldwide hostility, and this hostility increases suffering. [ . . . ]

        
        
          A New Refrain

          The unconditional defenders of illegal immigrants remember, for example, their contributions to the wars of the French Republic and the work of reconstruction that followed. “We owe it to them!” National identity papers should be issued to all immigrants, since this would enable them to escape their unbearable clandestine existence and, at the same time, give them the right to vote, without requiring naturalization; that is, they would no longer be considered wholly as foreigners. And certainly, in observing the fate of these exiles in their midst, their difficulties in getting here, the dangers involved, their stubbornness in reaching the host country in spite of the death of so many, the daily suffering, the permanent anxiety, the humiliation, it would be inhuman to refuse to help them improve their fate. It’s difficult not to get carried away by one’s emotions.

          Yet it is also true, as another writer believes, that in doing so one contravenes current law. It means denying the concept of territory and national borders. It encourages and rewards the boldest. Issuing papers to anyone who asks means accepting the presence on one’s home soil of any foreigner who asks. What then becomes of the nation? Who can predict the consequences of such an uncontrolled influx of people from a different land on the national culture, on institutions, the economy, demography? Doesn’t this contribute to the decline of an already threatened Christian civilization? The uneasiness is more or less justified, and it coexists with a sense of anxiety on the part of the majority of the population, which will be reflected in its votes for increasingly right-wing candidates.

          So, should we close our borders? Refuse to tolerate the stratagems of the immigrants who are already here, which are easily identified, especially in small communities—the marriages of convenience, the fictional jobs from friends, the temporary lodgings. But this is where things get complicated. For the former colonial society needs immigrants, not only for the labor market but also demographically (the two are related). This carries considerable weight. Europe’s population is aging rapidly. In four out of ten European countries, there are more deaths than births. This is not yet the case in the United States, which partly explains its behavior. How can these countries continue to fund retirement plans, which, although the policy is questionable, are paid for with taxes from younger members of the population? Aside from the reigning hypocrisy and the electoral cowardice of politicians in clearly exposing the situation, the equation is obvious: European women, legitimately interested in careers that had traditionally been reserved for men, are not reproducing fast enough to compensate for the demographic loss and the needs of production. Businesses were the—discreet—promoters of the first waves of immigration, supplying the workers they needed at low cost and putting pressure on the local proletariat. The first Algerians arriving in France in 1905 were called in to break a strike by the dockworkers in Marseilles. European industry no longer seems able to function without immigrant labor. Yet, in contrast to this need, the third world is populated with unoccupied young people, who attack Europe’s battlements, turning it into a besieged fortress. But, as history teaches, no fortress can withstand an assault forever. Moreover, and quite unexpectedly, this fortress must—at least to some extent—maintain relations with its attackers, because it needs them. This is the source of considerable bewilderment for the host country.

          Thus the dilemma of the ex-colonized corresponds to the dilemma of the ex-colonizer who, having lost his colonies, hopes at least to be rid of a cumbersome weight. Now he assumes another role. Now he must address new problems, which he does not know how to resolve. For the former colonizer the question is how best to integrate the new arrivals. This isn’t the first time the country has had to absorb an immigrant population—there were Polish miners, without whom the coal mines would have closed, Italian, Portuguese, and later, Spanish masons. But these were individuals or small minorities, similar cultures with the same religion who ultimately assimilated and disappeared. The new immigrants compose large, compact groups with a different religion and different customs. How can they be integrated? And at what price? During the colonization of Algeria, some farsighted intellects realized that the only way to prevent upheavals among the colonized would be to make them loyal citizens of France. To which General de Gaulle remarked jokingly that, in that case, there would be several dozen Muslim députés in the National Assembly—something he found as unbearable as the majority of the French at the time. For what would become of the relative unity and identity of the nation? Fifty years later, in one of those ironies history supplies, the French, who preferred to abandon their colonies rather than jeopardize their national identity, find themselves facing the same problem. Immigration is the punishment for colonial sin.

          What can the immigrant do in the face of this wall of scorn and suspicion? He reacts like any organism in a hostile environment. Through a natural reflex he protects himself, withdraws into himself, and turns to his friends; he will cling increasingly to the differences he is asked to renounce. The need for integration with the dominant group is felt as an unbearable constraint, a betrayal of his community of origin. Naturally, he doesn’t regret having left and doesn’t dream, at least for now, of returning. He has finally found a job, he’s earning more than he ever did, there are plenty of ways to enjoy himself, legal and illegal, he has infinitely more freedom. But thinking he had crossed from purgatory to paradise, he discovers that he has moved from one purgatory to another, one that is more comfortable, to be sure, but one to whose laws he must submit. From now on [ . . . ] he will become part of the ghetto.

        
        
          The Ghetto

          The ghetto is not only a substitute for the illusory promised land but [also] a mitigated form of the abandoned homeland. It is between these two representations that the immigrant’s new, uprooted life will unfold. In the small back alleys of the ghetto are places of worship, where exotic imams exhort their followers to respect the Koran and maintain solidarity with other Muslims. There are sympathetic cafés, where while drinking tea or playing the pinball machines, watching a North African, Egyptian, or Saudi Arabian television station, events are discussed, shared hopes and fears are aired, and rumors are exchanged. There are butcher shops with signs in Arabic characters, selling ritual, or hallal, cuts of meat. With all the disorder of the souk, grocers sell the foods one ate as a child, the imported spices, grains, vegetables, and fruits, the displays overflowing into the street. There are five-and-dimes where one can find a motley assortment of prayer rugs, slippers, and plastic kitchen utensils. Here, guarded from the gaze of strangers, the immigrant does not feel like an outsider. [ . . . ]

          It is this concentration, both physical and cultural, that the majority, especially in France, designate, fear, and denounce as sectarianism. Suggesting, in their indignant suspicion, that it simply proves the immigrant’s reluctance to become a part of the collective body of the nation. While not false, this is far from the complete picture. As often, the truth is circular. This ghetto is both a rejection and a reaction to rejection, real or imagined, by the others. The ghetto, like the former Jewish ghettos, supports and feeds the separation, but it is also its expression. It is the shell secreted by its minority group that feels, rightly or wrongly, that its very existence is threatened. To escape this threat the immigrant turns to his own, encloses himself within their embrace, in which he believes he is safe.

          The formation of small communities within the nation is not the result of some perverse intent to destroy it, nor is it a philosophy. It is a spontaneous and utilitarian agglomeration of minorities unable to completely identify with the surrounding majority, which they simultaneously aspire to. This community enables them to better address, and possibly resolve, their specific problems, which the national community has difficulty resolving or refuses to consider. These include religious beliefs and political loyalties that do not necessarily coincide with those of their fellow citizens and which exile in fact helps to affirm, for without them their identity might be called into question. It’s easy to see why fundamentalists are partial to the ghetto, for it is there that the collective personality has the greatest chance of survival. It is in the ghetto that their efforts at agitation can be maintained over the long term, an agitation that lends itself to their objectives.

          However, the immigrant soon discovers that the ghetto is not the solution to his torment. The ghetto is a refuge, not a prison or confined space. He comes and goes for work, for amusement, for bureaucratic red tape. For better or worse he is required to confront this outside world, which increasingly becomes a part of him, to compare what he was to what he has become. The ghetto does not resolve any of the problems presented by the interactions between these two worlds. Sometimes a crisis erupts, triggered by an irresolvable contradiction, such as reconciling the importance of religion in Muslim life and republican secularism, or the ways in which the condition of women is addressed. The immigrant cannot demand equality and reject the conditions of integration.

          Still, whether he wants it or not, regardless of the doubts of the majority, his integration in the surrounding society, along with his family and children, advances. The young among the Arab crowds demonstrating against America wear American baseball hats and jeans. Literature provides a range of insights. There are a large number of works that attempt to describe the difficulties and contradictions of integration: the nostalgia for a homeland, the affirmation of an original identity, and the remonstrative, often guilty, wish for a more complete acceptance by the host country.

          One never asserts one’s identity so much as when it’s threatened. It is when the Arab world is attempting to penetrate the community of nations that it discovers there is a price to pay. It is both fascinated by the Western world, whose victory, if not superiority, it tacitly recognizes, and repelled by the necessary abandonment of large swaths of tradition and collective personality. How could the immigrant do anything but live in a state of permanent crisis?

        
        
          Head Scarves and Métissage

          Like disease, crises are often productive; by exaggerating certain characteristics, they reveal the true nature of the organism. The issue of head scarves is instructive in this regard. We already know that these can signify a customary submission to an ethnic-religious tradition, like the cross worn by Catholics, the Protestant dove, the Jewish yarmulke, nothing more than sartorial conformity. My grandmother, who was not Muslim, would never go outside without being covered in her haik, the large piece of white fabric that covered her entire body, not just her head. We used to joke that she was dressing up like a ghost. The events that shook the Arab-Muslim world, especially the wars against Iraq, have revealed other aspects of this situation. New wearers began to appear, who had never worn a head scarf previously. Their arguments, some weak, some clever, often had to do with freedom. For example, “We’re free in France, aren’t we? So, I’m free to wear a head scarf, right?” It is a foolish argument. For they fail to see that they are acting against their own interests in rejecting the laws that freed them in favor of the dogmas that enslaved them. In the name of a poorly understood secularism, they demand not to be secular. Moreover, the problem is not one of freedom but its signification. “The head scarf protects women from men’s stares,” they say. [ . . . ] To protect them from men’s desire, is it necessary that they be undesirable, like those Orthodox Jewish women who shave their head? What’s more, respecting those who wish to be protected in this way does not give you the right to criticize those who do not wish to be so protected. The religious argument also fails. “God demands it!” God gets blamed for a lot, it seems. What does divinity have to do with what is essentially a question of sex, and why should God privilege men? The Koran makes only a brief allusion to this issue, and it’s no more than a suggestion. Even if wearing the head scarf were a kind of freedom for some, it should not be transformed into a requirement for all, which fundamentalists insist upon. Like excision, wearing a head scarf is a way of controlling women’s bodies. Those women who recently began wearing it are participating in a regressive movement that has touched the Muslim world; they are turning their backs on women’s freedom. [ . . . ] But underlying the arguments we find an element of protest, if not downright provocation: the head scarf has become the flag of a cause. “You don’t like Muslims, the sight of them irritates you? Well, I’m proclaiming my Muslimhood; I’m forcing you to see it. To see a member of a group you have made to feel ashamed.” What do you do when someone rejects your gesture of reconciliation? The head scarf is a portable ghetto, revealing a sense of discomfort about one’s identity that affects Muslim immigrants. It’s a way of strengthening an uncertain identity by enabling the wearer to distance herself from the majority. [ . . . ]

          Should we see in this an adolescent passion for self-expression? Or a militant gesture, the first signs of an escalating battle? [ . . . ] The head scarf, like the consumption of ritually prepared meat or the observance of Ramadan, is part of the machinery of survival of the Muslim community, submerged in a Christian or, worse still, irreligious universe. This helps explain the vehemence that accompanies debate on this topic, revealing the underlying and reciprocal anxiety involved.

          Yet, regardless of their anxiety, the majority of immigrants are strongly tempted by integration, which is the exactly opposite solution. Yet, it is no easier. For in the end it leads to intermarriage, the risk of dilution within the majority population. [ . . . ]

          In short, there is no perfect solution for minorities; assimilation has never been convenient, at least in the beginning. The spouse in a mixed marriage must confront the possible contradictions between his group of origin and the host group. How can a Jewish believer easily accept working on Saturday? A Muslim believer accept eating pork in the cafeteria? They hesitate between greater strictness, if not isolation, which separates them even more from their newfound peers, or dilution and possibly collective disappearance. Moreover, since not everyone is gifted with a sense of cosmopolitanism and its potential consequences, marital problems or even separation are more common in mixed marriages than in others. [ . . . ]

        
        
          Humiliation

          After being colonized, the decolonized must confront a new situation to which, even though he is not individually affected, he must respond [ . . . ] What does he see, when walking in the street, other than the signs of his own people’s inferiority? The street sweepers, laborers, and sewer workers are almost all immigrants; as if the slavery of old had simply changed its physiognomy. “I will rip the Banania smiles off all the walls of France,” promised Léopold Sédar Senghor. Banania’s Negro is now nowhere to be seen on walls, but he is in the streets. Only he no longer wears that brilliant smile. The difficulty of finding an apartment, and employment and sexual discrimination, have led to bitterness. Although he may manage to overcome such difficulties in his own life, poverty and exclusion by the majority contribute to the humiliation of his peers. [ . . . ] Whether he sells chestnuts illegally on the street or manages a supermarket, the immigrant never feels he is a legitimate citizen in his new country.

          It is up to the immigrant to blend in with the national community. And certainly that is the wisest course to follow in a foreign land. But the hesitations of the majority cause the immigrant to hesitate. [ . . . ] The imposition of their laws and customs is legitimate, naturally, because they are part of the air they breathe. Even if they don’t attend church regularly, their existence is governed by religious traditions, their holidays are fundamentally religious in nature, the children’s vacations coincide with the clerical calendar; their national celebrations, even though they joke about them, are an intimate part of the culture; the city is spattered with monuments to their collective memory. The majority experiences a kind of spontaneous myopia that prevents them from seeing the minorities that live among them. How could the insistent presence of the immigrant not appear unusual, almost threatening, to an equilibrium it has taken centuries to establish? [ . . . ]

        
        
          Toward a New World

          I would again like to insist on one obvious fact, however: it is pointless to deplore the existence of poverty, it is now critical that we begin to counteract it. Those who do not take it seriously are not sincere participants in this global discussion. [ . . . ] Terrorists are often members of the upper class, both their leaders and their foot soldiers. But it is poverty that supplies the bulk of their supporters, and these are easy to deceive, uncontrollable, and ready for just about anything. [ . . . ] There is no need to have a television in every room or to buy a new car every year, but that is far from the situation throughout the world, where even the foods necessary for survival and basic medicines are lacking. Moreover, poverty is relative. When it coexists alongside wealth, it arouses envy and anger. [ . . . ]

          However, we have yet to explain why the third world has failed to develop or has been so slow to do so. Of the two main tools for overcoming poverty—development and the struggle against corruption—it is unclear that the first alone is up to the task. [ . . . ] Corruption is one of the major causes of third-world stagnation. It neutralizes any attempt at advancement and negates the results; its restraint on development is greater than the tendency of development to promote corruption. [ . . . ] The United States, “promoter of democracy,” Russia, once the “homeland of the worker,” France, “the promoter of human rights,” are, respectively, in exchange for substantial remuneration, the three leading global suppliers of arms, which are used to sow death and strengthen tyranny. All those resonant declarations of intent are nothing but hypocrisy if they do not succeed in reversing this unconscionable situation. What are we to think of those third-world leaders who spend enormous sums of money to buy arms instead of food and medicine, which they prefer to cajole from the developed nations? How can we dare speak of morality in international, even national, affairs given the way they are currently being managed?

          We come now to the heart of the matter: nothing can replace a people’s need for self-governance, as was shown during the various decolonization movements. They must recover their wealth and, to do that, begin by freeing themselves of the raïs and caudillos, the putschists and accomplices of the privileged [ . . . ] along with the political imams and compensatory myths that perpetuate stagnation and, sometimes, regression. [ . . . ]

          Waiting for salvation from a colonial power, now a former colonial power, is as illusory as it is for women to expect to attain their liberation through male goodwill. International aid is a form of disguised begging, but begging does not cure poverty [ . . . ]

          Humiliated, exasperated by problems with no viable solution, fundamentalists have opted for violent confrontation—war, a war they have no chance of winning. But although they cannot win the war, they can destroy peace. [ . . . ] The hour has come for the Arab world to assume its proper place in the concert of nations. It has money, manpower, the support of other Muslim nations, positive global opinion. [ . . . ] Will the Arab-Muslim majority manage to make itself heard in the face of the activities of its fundamentalists? Will it persuade itself that their victory would plunge all of us into the shadows of history? Their intent is now obvious, and it is twofold: to destroy the Arab regimes one by one and, simultaneously, to harass the West until there is a global confrontation between it and the Arab-Muslim world. The fundamentalists have been relatively successful in creating a vicious circle: terror against the West generates suspicion of all Arabs and this suspicion feeds the resentment against the entire West. Will the Arab-Muslim majority manage to overcome this dilemma? In any event, it cannot live in symbiosis with the West and show indulgence toward those who desire its destruction. The normal and desirable destiny of any immigrant is to transform himself into a citizen, providing he does not appear to be an enemy in his host country. [ . . . ]

          I have suggested [ . . . ] that we must begin by eradicating extreme poverty through a more equitable distribution and better management of wealth—wealth that should belong to everyone and not to a select few [ . . . ] The radical suppression of corruption and despotism are the necessary conditions. The promotion of a universal morality obviously requires this. This morality will, of necessity, include secularism, for without it we will continue to have division and warfare. Secularism is not a ban on religious practice, which would be another form of tyranny. It is an institutional agreement to protect freedom of thought for everyone, including agnostics, against the interference of religious movements and the demands of fanatics. To accomplish this we must stop confusing religious membership and social membership, religion and culture, Islamic culture and Islamic demography. An Arab is not necessarily an Islamist believer, no more than a Jew is necessarily someone who regularly attends a synagogue, or a citizen a faithful churchgoer. We need to create a new terminology to express these distinctions. [ . . . ] This implies the existence of a valid international system of law, one that is not manipulated as it so often is today [ . . . ] To accomplish this program, we must convince ourselves of our solidarity. [ . . . ]

          And since this is primarily a portrait of the decolonized Arab-Muslim, Arab-Muslims must recognize and acknowledge—exactly contrary to fundamentalism—that the West is now a part of their world, just as the West must acknowledge that Muslims are now part of their world.

        
      
      
        Elias Levy: An Exclusive Interview with Albert Memmi (2012)

        
          Q: What does the “Arab Spring” look like from the perspective of the author of The Colonizer and the Colonized?

          A: Because I dared question the notion of the “Arab Spring” and the “Arab Revolutions,” I was raked over the coals by Parisian journalists and intellectuals during a television program that aired on French Channel 5. . . . To speak about “spring” presupposes that there will be a summer to follow. So far, unfortunately, that has failed to happen. Of course, the revolts that shook the Arab-Muslim world, and continue to do so, are extremely important, since they signify a recovery of these people’s freedom of expression. But these are revolts, not revolutions. If such concepts still mean anything, “revolution” signifies a complete change of customs and behavior. Thus far, however, the victories of fundamentalists in the Arab-Muslim countries where the populations have risen up bode ill for the future.

          Q: Does Albert Memmi envision with optimism or pessimism the major political upheaval that has taken place in his native Tunisia over the past year or so?

          A: I am not optimistic. I cannot see these “major political changes” that are said to be taking place in Tunisia since the fall of President Ben Ali’s regime.

          Q: Is he worried at all by the rise in anti-Semitism in Tunisia since the ouster of Ben Ali, as reported lately by correspondents in the Maghreb from several foreign media outlets?

          A: In Tunisia, there is not a rise in anti-Semitism but an ongoing anti-Semitism. Incidents and acts of violence against Jews abound. Still, I have been wondering whether it might be better to avoid calling attention to this menace right now, so as not to add fuel to the flames.

          Q: Albert Memmi has always actively advocated for a just peace between Israel and the Arab world. Does he ever despair when he considers the acrimonious state of relations that prevails today between Israel and the Palestinians?

          A: You are right that I have gone to great lengths for a number of years to promote a lasting peace between Israel and the Arabs. But I fear that nobody really cares about that peace anymore, for reasons that would take too long to enumerate here. Which does not preclude our continuing to seek that peace. If I may point out, my book Jews and Arabs, published in 1974 by Gallimard, demonstrates that action had to be taken not only on the Israeli-Palestinian front, but on the problem of xenophobia in the entire Arab-Muslim world. Likewise, I called upon Zionists, of whose movement I have always been and still remain a proponent, to do some soul searching.

          Q: Religious fundamentalism exasperates this inveterate secularist. Does Albert Memmi still consider “religious moderation” an oxymoron?

          A: What else can I add about fundamentalism? It would appear next to impossible to reconcile an absolutist philosophy based on myth, which is what all religions are, with the notion of “moderation.” What does “moderation” even mean in such a case? I’ve written on this at length. The only solution is obviously the establishment of secular institutions. Secularists, myself included, will in no way prevent believers from living their religion, but in return, they do not want believers demanding that everyone submit to their doctrines.

        

      
      
        Interview by Fériel Berraies Guigny (2008)

        
          Q: In your novel Agar, you address how hard it is to live with others, given their difference. In your view, is this what is wrong with society today?

          A: My entire body of work is based on two fundamental mechanisms: first, the notion of dominance, which involves conflict and aggression, a concept that fed into my definition of racism, which has since entered the dictionary and has also been included in UNESCO’s international heritage. And the second mechanism is the notion of dependency.

          Whether at the group or individual level, there exist mechanisms of conflict and struggle. This category includes, for instance, colonization, the struggle between Whites and Blacks, or even interpersonal relationships, such as within a couple. In each case, it is difference that causes conflict.

          When it comes to dependency, however, even though there may be a struggle between the two parties that are different from each other, one needs something from the other. The response of the one, when faced with the need of the other, is to provide. Dependency is a wonderful phenomenon, in fact, whose basis is always the same, even when the object changes.

          In a situation of colonization, there is the colonizer’s domination and the response of the dominated party.

          As to whether society is still suffering from this problem, I can tell you that it goes back a long, long time. But it has intensified in more recent times, and we are finding it increasingly problematic to deal with people who are different from us. The instantaneous nature of communication and travel has increased the phenomenon of migration considerably. Hence, an increased rejection of the Other.

          My philosophy is based on three axes: humanism, rationalism, and secularism. In all situations, one has to ask what the Other’s interest is and then proceed with reason, not emotion.

          Q: Islamophobia is now a reality. It sometimes triggers reactions as harmful as those involved in anti-Semitism. Don’t you think that the two attitudes (and phenomena) should be combatted together and not separately?

          A: Anti-Semitism and Islamophobia both involve a rejection of the Other, based on various biases, wrong-headed interpretations of history, and an accumulation of injustice and aggressive behavior on both sides.

          It is worth pointing out, however, that there are mechanisms common to both sides, and others that are specific to each. One should always start out looking for the common mechanisms in a given situation. This can be accomplished rationally, making use of hard evidence. Once this is done, specific mechanisms can be addressed. Islamophobia and anti-Semitism share certain mechanisms: rejection of the Other, various biases, and a distorted history. The Arab-Muslim world has yet to abandon its backward-looking, deprecating vision of the Other, a situation analogous to how they consider the status of women.

          Q: You have developed the concept of heterophobia. How does that concept fit into the current context of the clash of civilizations?

          A: I developed this concept as a result of observing so much racism. I have dealt with this issue quite a bit, notably in The Colonizer and the Colonized, which has just appeared this month in Arabic, by the way, with a Tunisian publisher. I observed that colonization always went hand in hand with a biological rejection of the colonized subject, perceived as an “inferior being.” The mechanism at work involves demeaning in order to justify domination. I realized that there were other conditions in which this same mechanism could function. It is indeed grounded in the concept of the clash of civilizations which claims that it is the supposed cultural, religious, and psychological differences that make dialogue impossible and engender hostility.

          I therefore sought a concept that would bring together these characteristics and move beyond them into something more metaphysical. This is how I arrived at heterophobia. With so much upheaval everywhere these days, heterophobia has become the logical extension of biological rejection: it is a rejection of all the cultural traits of the Other.

          Q: Do you think that the rise of religious fundamentalism has engendered a new counterpart, that of secular fundamentalism? How can it be curbed?

          A: I’m afraid I disagree. We cannot compare religious fundamentalism and secularism. Mind you, the secularists have pushed a bit too far on occasion. Here’s an anecdote to prove my point: I live not far from the Hôtel de Ville, near a square where they once raised severed heads on pikes during the French Revolution! Not even to bring down the monarchy would I advocate that brand of secularism. For me, secularism has to do with what’s in the constitution; it is not a totalizing philosophy that effects every aspect of our existence. It is a kind of contract between the various groups that make up society. Its purpose is to allow for peaceful coexistence. For me, it is the guarantor of freedom of thought and worship. Something that fundamentalists will never concede! At present, the secular tradition is being crushed by fundamentalists of all stripes.

          I feel more affinity with thinkers like Montaigne or the Greeks than with my own religion. There is truly a battle to be waged, and we should all step up. There is no question but that our intellectuals need to show more courage and assert their secular values, loud and clear. But I also understand those who are trying to fill a certain spiritual vacuum in their personal lives, for we all fear the nothingness associated with mortality. Religion is a readily available surrogate for that emptiness.

          Q: In the wake of the worldwide national independence movements, you sketched out your portrait of the colonized. How do the decolonized peoples look to you today?

          A: We need to distinguish between the decolonized people who have stayed in their native land and those who have settled in the West. Those who never left home face specific problems, mostly stemming from the lack of legitimate political leadership in most third-world countries. Corruption and tyranny have gutted so many of these countries. It’s a vicious cycle, one that’s hard to break, and that generates all of today’s social problems: joblessness, and the social unrest that gives rise to repression.

          The decolonized who immigrate are subjected to the whole ordeal of exile. They will always be foreigners, forever in conflict with the host country majority. They will always be faced with the issue of integration. This is where the real struggle must take place, to level the playing field for the newcomers, overcome prejudice, and uphold rights. But the road is long.

          Q: What would a portrait look like today of a colonized Palestinian or an Iraqi or an Afghani?

          A: Of the cases you cite, I could address the Palestinians and Iraqis, but I really don’t know enough about the Afghan situation. For the Palestinians, they are patently dominated by the Israelis, and this needs to end. This is my deep conviction, as a humanist.

          But it is also true that the Arab world overstates the Palestinian issue. And in my humble opinion, if the State of Israel were to disappear tomorrow, the problems in the Arab world would persist. They have to stop using Palestine as an alibi. The reality today goes something like this: we are facing a conflict between two nationalisms. An agreement has to be reached, and the Arab world has to back off. With regard to Iraq, we thought that by eliminating Saddam, we’d be getting that country and the West out of harm’s way. Well, it turned out to be just the reverse, and today, chaos and anarchy reign. Did we really have to go to war? I’m not so sure. On the ground, the United Nations has disengaged, but the truth is that oil matters more than anything else in the region. And the West panics at the prospect of an oil shortage, a situation that has led to the abuses we know all too well.

          Q: In a statement you made at a recent colloquium in Paris on Middle East peace, you said that one of the problems in the Arab countries today is their inability to “retain” their minorities. Don’t Europe, the United States, and Israel have a similar problem with their Arab, Turkish, or African minorities, for instance?

          A: All majorities tend to distrust their minorities and to segregate them, but for the rest, it’s only a matter of degree.

          Q: What is meant by “renouncing certain myths” for Israelis and Arabs? Which are the myths that you deem anachronistic on both sides?

          A: For Israel, it’s time to discard the idea of Eretz Israel, in demographic and territorial terms, and to stop believing that expansion is the only solution to the Jewish world. For Arabs, they need to accept their minorities, whom they have every interest in protecting, by the way. The West needs the Arab world, and that need is mutual.

          Q: What are your strongest memories today from your native country Tunisia, where you spent your childhood? Which Tunisia do you claim as your own today?

          A: My own Tunisia is the Tunisia of a writer. I can conjure up the sights and smells, the little rituals, such as going out to Sidi Bou Saïd to eat those delicious beignets, a local specialty. I am viscerally attached to the place, and among my twenty-five books Tunisia is present in at least ten. This is the Tunisia I love.
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        1. Biographical Reflections

        
          
            1. Kabyle is a Berber dialect spoken by the ethnic group of the same name.

          

          
            2. Patri was one of many French intellectuals who saw Leon Trotsky’s vision of communism as an alternative path to maintaining a broad international Marxist movement in the face of Stalin’s authoritarian leadership in the Soviet Union.

          

          
            3. Kibbutz here refers to the small farming collectives in Israel. In Memmi’s youth these were the main sites of Jewish immigration and settlement in Palestine, predating the founding of the Israeli state.

          

          
            4. Éditions Gallimard, one of France’s most prestigious publishers, went on to publish most of Memmi’s most important works.

          

          
            5. These were each among the most prominent, independently minded journals in postwar France.

          

          
            6. Along with Césaire, Senghor was a poet, politician, and theorist and a cofounder of the Négritude movement, which sought to celebrate black culture and history.

          

          
            7. André Malraux was a novelist and writer who served as Charles de Gaulle’s minister of information (1945–1946) and as the minister of cultural affairs during de Gaulle’s presidency (1959–1969). De Gaulle was a French general, leader of the French Resistance during World War II, chair of the provisional government of the French Republic from 1944–1946, founder of the Fifth Republic in 1958, and president until his resignation in 1969.

          

          
            8. In May 1968, student rebellion in the universities in France led to the largest strikes in French history, ultimately ushering in a new era in French politics and culture.

          

          
            9. Roughly translated as the new “Constitutional Liberal Party,” this version is also known as the Neo-Destour Party to contrast with the initial version of the party referenced subsequently by Memmi as Old Destour. Members of the Neo-Destour Party emerged as the leaders of Tunisian independence following World War II.

          

          
            10. Rally of the French People, the party of Charles de Gaulle.

          

          
            11. Upon arriving in France in the immediate aftermath of the war, Memmi had a significant encounter with the Jewish writer and thinker Edmond Fleg (1874–1963), to whom he would make frequent references, notably in The Liberation of the Jew (1966).

          

          
            12. Alexandre Mordekhai Benillouche, the main character of the novel.

          

          
            13. This crisis was caused by a decision by Nasser, in July 1956, to nationalize the Suez Canal, which until then had been largely dependent upon Franco-British capital, and to freeze the assets of the multinational company that was operating it. What followed was an international crisis that led to war that autumn between Egypt, backed by the USSR, and the combined armies of France, Great Britain, and Israel. It took American intervention to bring the hostilities to an end.

          

          
            14. This refers to de Gaulle’s November 27, 1967, speech announcing an arms embargo as a result of the Six-Day War in June in which he stated that “the Jews, hitherto dispersed . . . had remained what they had always been, in other words, an elite people, sure of itself and domineering.” This phrase was taken by many as breaking the post-Holocaust taboo on anti-Jewish discourse when it was uttered by the symbol of the French Resistance.

          

        

      
      
        2. The Pillar of Salt

        
          
            1. The Alliance school refers to the Alliance israélite universelle, a Paris-based Jewish-rights organization that sponsored schools in France and throughout the Mediterranean.

          

          
            2. A prominent nineteenth-century Romantic poet, novelist, and playwright.

          

          
            3. The followers of Charles de Gaulle, who led the Resistance, known as Free French Forces.

          

        

      
      
        4. Colonizer and Colonized

        
          
            1. Literally “black feet,” pied-noir is used as a designation for Europeans born in the French colonies during French rule.

          

        

      
      
        5. Portrait of a Jew

        
          
            1. Anti-Semite and Jew.

          

          
            2. AM: I will not belabor this somewhat surprising slip of the pen, [ . . . ] to which we are hardly accustomed in Sartre’s work, where he writes about traits that “penetrate to the marrow.” This would suggest that the Jew corresponds somehow to the description given by the anti-Semite. When we see that Sartre has already added his voice and given of his time to defend Jewish causes, we might conclude that what we have here is a philosopher who has fallen victim to his own system.

          

          
            3. Mellah is most commonly associated with the Moroccan Jewish experience and refers to the sections of Arab cities, often walled, where Jews lived, making them analogous to European ghettos.

          

          
            4. Nahum Goldmann (1895–1982) founded the World Jewish Congress.

          

          
            5. Here Memmi means the myth of host desecration, that Jews’ ritually reenact their murder of Christ by stealing and then desecrating the sacramental bread used in the Christian ritual of communion.

          

          
            6. Here Memmi refers to the blood-libel myth, that Jews would kidnap Christian children, murder them, and then use their blood for ritual purposes.

          

          
            7. A 1959 prize-winning novel about the significance of the Holocaust set within a longer history of Jewish persecution within Christian societies.

          

        

      
      
        6. The Liberation of the Jew

        
          
            1. As depicted in The Pillar of Salt, this was one of the French high schools mostly attended by Europeans.

          

          
            2. Arnold Toynbee argued that Jewish civilization continued to exist as a relic of an ancient culture.

          

          
            3. In medieval Spain and Portugal, a Jew who accepted Christianity to avoid persecution but continued to practice Judaism in secret.

          

          
            4. A nationalist organization with fascist overtones active during the interwar period.

          

          
            5. A medical condition characterized by semiparalysis.

          

          
            6. Most likely this refers to his work I and Thou. Memmi worked on French translations of Buber during his initial studies in Paris.

          

        

      
      
        7. Dominated Man

        
          
            1. AM: I was finishing this introductory text when the news arrived of the assassination of Malcolm X. It will very surely be said that he had preached violence too often not to fall a victim to it himself. But why did he resort to violence? The violence of the oppressed is a mere reflection of the violence of the oppressor. By his death Malcolm X is not signing an admission of error or defeat, but confirming, unhappily, that oppression is an infernal machine, and that from the bond between oppressor and oppressed there is no escape.

          

          
            2. Memmi wrote the introduction to the French translation of Baldwin’s most famous book, The Fire Next Time (see the third selection in this chapter).

          

          
            3. Here Memmi refers to his previous critique of Sartre’s Anti-Semite and Jew.

          

        

      
      
        8. The Scorpion

        
          
            1. Memmi here references various strands of the Jewish rabbinic tradition.

          

          
            2. A tenth-century Tunisian scholar and, according to legend, a founder of the city of Tunis.

          

        

      
      
        9. Jews and Arabs

        
          
            1. AM: The term Jewish Arabs or Arab Jews is not a very good one, of course. But I have found it convenient to use. I simply wanted to remind my readers that because we were born in these so-called Arab countries and had been living in those regions long before the arrival of the Arabs, we share their languages, their customs, and their cultures to an extent that is not negligible. So, if we stick to this legitimation! and not to arguments of force and numbers, we then have the same rights—no more, but no less—to the land as the Moslem Arabs. But we might note, in passing, that the term Arab is no more accurate, applied to such diverse populations, including those that call themselves and believe themselves Arabs. [ . . . ]

          

          
            2. Habib Ben Ali Bourguiba was the leader of independent Tunisia from 1956 to 1987.

          

          
            3. A renowned Jewish French historian, whose professional and personal life were shattered by the Holocaust and who devoted the last years of his life to fighting anti-Semitism, specifically its Christian roots in the Christian “teaching of contempt.”

          

          
            4. The Algiers summit refers to a meeting of Arab heads of state in 1973. It concluded with a statement reaffirming the participants’ support for the Palestinian cause and opposition to Zionism.

          

          
            5. This is a reference to the 1870 Crémieux Decree that made Algerian Jews, but not Moroccan or Tunisian Jews, French citizens.

          

        

      
      
        10. The Desert

        
          
            1. Memmi alludes to a section of The Scorpion.

          

        

      
      
        13. Literary Reflections

        
          
            1. French poet, novelist, and literary critic (1889–1961).

          

          
            2. Jean Duvignaud was a French novelist, sociologist, and anthropologist (1921–2007).

          

          
            3. Guy Le Clec’h was a French writer (1917–2005).

          

          
            4. Jean-Louis Bory was a French writer, journalist, and film critic (1919–1979).

          

          
            5. Édouard Glissant (1928–2011) was a Martiniquan, francophone postcolonial writer, poet, philosopher, and literary critic.

          

          
            6. The series was published by Éditions du Seuil.

          

          
            7. The Algerian writer Mouloud Feraoun (1913–1962), killed in the Algerian revolution, was known for novels such as The Poor Man’s Son.

          

          
            8. Mohammed Dib (1920–2003) was one of the leading Algerian francophone authors, publishing more than thirty novels.

          

          
            9. The renowned Moroccan author Driss Chraïbi (1920–2007).

          

          
            10. Kateb Yacine (1929–1989) was an Algerian Berber writer.

          

          
            11. Here Memmi refers to the colonial administrator Robert Arnaud (1873–1950), whose pseudonym was Robert Randau when he published his novels, and the writer Louis Bertrand (1866–1941).

          

          
            12. Jean Pélégri (1920–2003), who was born in Algeria and left following the Algerian War, was best known for Les Oliviers de la Justice, which was made into a film.

          

        

      
      
        14. Decolonization and the Decolonized

        
          
            1. Archbishop Marcel Lefebvre was a traditionalist who opposed many of the Second Vatican Council reforms and openly supported authoritarian nationalists in France as well as the Spanish and Portuguese governments under Franco and Salazar. Jean-Marie Le Pen was the leader of the extreme-right National Front from 1972 to 2011.

          

          
            2. Refers to the Buddhist monks who self-immolated to protest the South Vietnamese Ngo Dinh Diem regime’s treatment of Buddhists.
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