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Preface

Roadside Attraction

Every January 10, the desert city of Quartzite, Arizona, holds
a festival in honor of the “Syrian” camel driver Hi Jolly. Often cited as the
first Arab to make his permanent residence in America, Hi Jolly arrived
in the United States in 1856 as part of Jefferson Davis’s Fort Tejon Camel
Corp experiment. The story of the Camel Corps is a story of fascinating
failure. Davis sought to provide a reliable long-distance supply system for
the dispersed forts on the frontier and commissioned forty or so camels to
be shipped to the American Southwest from the Levant for that purpose.
The camels performed well, but the outbreak of the Civil War made their
job obsolete. Most of the dromedaries were dispersed in the desert. Even-
tually they entered into the myth of the American West spawning numer-
ous folk tales and ghost stories. Reportedly the camels were last sighted
as late as 1946. A man named Hadji Ali was among the camel drivers who
accompanied the beasts of burden from the Levant. When the camels
were released, Ali remained in the Arizona territory, occupying a number
of colorful jobs before his death in 1902. A pyramidal monument marks
Ali’s gravesite in Quartzite’s pioneer cemetery (figure 1). Atop the tomb is
a bronze camel.

The Hi Jolly Memorial is significant not because it marks the burial site
of the “first Arab” to live in America but rather because it demonstrates
the role of translation in creating American images of the Arab, in creat-
ing American arabesques. The plaque adjacent to Ali’s tomb explains that
because the soldiers whom the “Syrian” was tasked with training in the
ways of the camel could not pronounce “Hadji Ali,” they changed it to “Hi
Jolly.” Hadji Ali signifies, to a speaker of Arabic, a devout man who has
made a pilgrimage to Mecca in accordance with religious duty. Hi Jolly,
to an English speaker, is a somewhat ridiculous name that evokes laughter
even as it speaks to the incongruity of a Levantine camel driver trying to

ix
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Figure 1. Hi Jolly Memorial, Quartzite, Arizona. Photograph by Jacob Rama
Berman.

make his fortune on the nineteenth-century American frontier. Both sig-
nifications, in their own cultural context, are appropriate nominations for
the man behind the name. But between the two there is a cultural gap, one
that can only be bridged by attention to the multiple linguistic registers
the name evokes.

The name Hadji Ali is Arab. The name Hi Jolly is an arabesque—an
imitation of the original that translates its meaning into a new cultural
context. American arabesques emerge from the contact between Ameri-
cans and Arab culture. American Arabesque traces the influence of this
contact on the literary formation of nineteenth-century American iden-
tity. It is my argument that in the nineteenth century, Arabo-Islamic
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figures were woven into the very fabric of American culture. To dismiss
the presence of referents such as Sherezade, Mecca, Alhambra, and the
Sahara in contemporary America as kitsch or as mere adornment is to
ignore the deep influence Arab culture has had and continues to have on
the American imaginary, both national and personal.

The plaque relating the details of Hadji Ali’s American name change
also relays the tantalizing piece of information that the camel driver had
a Greek name, reading “His Greek (?) name was Philip Tedro.” The brack-
eted question mark embedded in the official history of Hi Jolly speaks
volumes about the vernacular slippages of his identity. Was this putative
first Arab resident in America actually a Greek man born in Smyrna who
then converted to Islam and took the Hajj (thus acquiring the nickname
“Hadji”)? Research on Philip Tedro reveals several sources devoted to the
man’s Greek ancestry. These sources claim Hi Jolly as a pioneer Greek
American. When later in life Ali/Jolly/Tedro married a woman from Tuc-
son, he insisted on his Greek ethnicity (perhaps in order to avoid racist
marriage restrictions). Yet his daughters were purportedly raised as Mus-
lims. Other men in the group of Levantine camel drivers brought over in
1856 are alternately identified as Arabs, Turks, and Greeks in historical
accounts. What would it mean if Hadji Ali was not an Arab from Syria but
rather a mixed Greek-Syrian who took an Arab name?

Hadji Ali’s multiplicity of names gesture toward the profound cultural
multiplicity of the nineteenth-century Levantine context from which
he hails. The competing claims about Hi Jolly’s origin and legacy dem-
onstrate that European, Turkish, and Arab culture are often blended in
nineteenth-century American representations of the Orient. On the
whole, whether a person is marked as a Turk, an Arab, an Oriental, a Syr-
ian, or a Muslim has much more to do with an American context than it
has to do with the actual cultural or ethnic background of the subject. The
mystery surrounding Ali/Tedro indexes larger questions about the Amer-
ican imaginary and the place Arab and Islamic culture hold in it. What
does it mean exactly to be Arab? For my purposes, what does it mean to be
called an Arab in nineteenth-century America? How and when was being
Arab different from being a Turk, a Syrian, a Jew, or an Oriental in Ameri-
can nomenclature? What are the stakes when these delineations are made?
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Introduction

Guest Figures

In nineteenth-century American discourse, the term Arab is
often figurative. Arab could and did indicate an intermediary position
between foreigner and citizen, black and white, primitive and civilized.
Literate black slaves on the Southern plantation, American Indians on the
western frontier, and new immigrants in the urban slum were all, at one
time or another, referred to as Arabs. The discursive creation of these figu-
rative Arabs speaks to the shifting racial parameters of American citizen-
ship, as well as to American writers’ propensity to use foreign references
to redefine those parameters. Figurative Arabs thus acted as cross-cultural
references that destabilized the very terms of identification by which
American national discourse distinguished the United States as a histori-
cally and spatially unique entity. American Arabesque provides an account
of why these figurative Arabs of American literature were created and how
they influenced definitions of national belonging. The mutability of the
term Arab reveals American racial categories fluctuating in response to
crises of national identity, such as slavery, westward expansion, and immi-
gration. But tracking the figure of the Arab also demonstrates that the cat-
egory of American citizenship was shaped by transnational phenomena
such as Barbary captivity, Near Eastern travel, and Orientalist romance.

Of course, not all Arabs in nineteenth-century American discourse are
figurative. By the end of the century, the first wave of “Arab” immigration
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touched American shores. These migrants, predominantly Christians
from the Mount Lebanon area, inherited an American narrative on the
Arabo-Islamic world that predated their physical presence in the country.
How these migrants, and other groups such as African American Mus-
lims, reconciled their own sense of Arab and/or Islamic identity with this
Orientalist narrative to create minority claims to American citizenship is
the other half of the story American Arabesque tells. In my analysis of the
recurring image of the Arab in American literature, I demonstrate that
figures of the Arab not only were used to create fantasies of national unity,
but they also generate alternative visions of American belonging.

Let me begin by stretching out the theoretical canvas that puts this
book’s methodological intervention in perspective. Edward Said’s general
premise in his landmark study Orientalism is that the West creates the
Orient as an object of self-contemplation. But as Said himself points out
in his final collection of printed essays, Humanism and Democratic Criti-
cism, the book Orientalism fails to fully account for the manifold ques-
tion of agency: the agency of the Western critic, the agency of the Eastern
artist, the agency of humanists both receiving and resisting the tradition
they inherit." As a result, the Orient of the imagination still too often
replaces the concrete Arab world and real Arabic words of thinkers such
as Ibn Khaldun, Ibn Battutah, Ibn Arabi, and Ali Ahmed Sa’id (Adonis)
as a source of literary inquiry. Constructing a critique of Western iden-
tity politics that incorporates the writings of the Arab world is integral
to answering the elusive question of agency, as well as the lingering ques-
tion of what the Orient represents and how the Orient as a concept shapes
modern subjectivity. This step toward intercultural dialectic is essential if
the literary study of the Orient in the Western academy is going to pro-
duce critical interventions that do more than detail co-option, misrepre-
sentation, and the discursive practices of hegemony.

Albert Hourani’s Arabic Thought in the Liberal Age, 1798-1939 is an
account of how various prominent nineteenth-century Arab intellectu-
als encountered, wrestled with, and transformed the terms of Western
modernity to fit an Arab, Islamic, and/or Arabo-Islamic worldview. It
provides, in many ways, the other half of the story Said tells about the
West creating a fantasy Orient. Men such as the al-Azhar sheikh Rifaa
al-Tahtawi were active, if largely ignored, participants in modernity and
formative influences on how its terms were interpreted in relation to Arab,
Islamic, and Arabo-Islamic identity. Sent by Muhammad Ali to Paris
in 1826, al-Tahtawi returned five years later and eventually published an
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account of his impressions of French society in 1834. He also undertook
a massive program of translating French scientific, cultural, and philo-
sophical works into Arabic. Al-Tahtawi introduced “modern” terms such
as patriotism into Arab political consciousness and Arabic vernacular by
creating conversations between French Enlightenment thinkers such as
Montesquieu and classic Arab philosophers of the state such as Ibn Khal-
dun. The progressive and nationalist strains of Arab thought that found
expression in al-Tahtawi’s political philosophy were taken up by artists
and intellectuals of a later generation often referred to as the Arab Renais-
sance, or al Nahdah (s2¢3)).

Al-Tahtawi’s views of the state were enacted on a literal, territorial level
by the monarch he served, Egypt’s great nineteenth-century modernizer
Muhammad Ali. Though Ali’s military, political, educational, social, and
technical reforms were more successful and sweeping than those of other
mid-nineteenth-century Arab statesman, they were part and parcel of a
period in which “Arabic-speaking peoples were drawn, in different ways,
into the new world order which sprang from the technical and industrial
revolutions” of Europe and America.? This period, marked by prominent
debates about reform and the compatibility of European liberalism with
Islamic law as well as Arab cultural identity, is what Hourani refers to as
the “liberal age.” Men such as al-Tahtawi provide a vocabulary for Arabo-
Islamic encounters with the West. It is not enough, I believe, to read Arab
writers and American writers side by side; they must be made to converse.
Placing the writings of al-Tahtawi in the context of his contemporary
Edgar Allan Poe or the nation-state-building practices of Muhammad Ali
in the context of Andrew Jackson’s policy of Indian removal does more
than ground the fantasy Orient of nineteenth-century American litera-
ture in lived experience. This contrapuntal approach creates an opportu-
nity to reformulate the parameters of American Studies.

Recent critical interventions such as those compiled by Amy Kaplan
and Donald Pease in Cultures of United States Imperialism, or those
explored by Wai Chee Dimock and Lawrence Buell in Shades of the Planet,
have emphasized the importance of recognizing alternative origin narra-
tives in the formation of American national culture. These origin narra-
tives, the argument goes, challenge a view of America as bounded by the
physical parameters of the United States? My own emphasis on images of
the Arab and references to Islam troubles conceptions of American cul-
ture as formed by Judeo-Christian genealogies and European lineages.*
By looking at American culture through the lens of the Arabic language
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and American history through the filter of Arabo-Islamic history I aim to
destabilize the nation’s founding narratives of identity and reconceptualize
their message from a different vantage point’ Acknowledging the presence
of the Arab embedded within icons of American identity formation erodes
superficial dichotomies such as East and West, revealing the strata of cul-
tural interpenetration that undergird exceptionalist national fantasies.

“We are bound together because we inhabit the political space of the
nation,” explains Lauren Berlant, “which is not just juridical (jus soli),
genetic (jus sanguinis), linguistic, or experiential, but some tangled clus-
ter of these.™ Berlant calls this space of American group identification
the “National Symbolic” and argues that it aims to link affect to political
life through the production of national fantasy. National fantasy creates
“citizens” by connecting narratives of national identity to “more local and
personal forms of identification.” National fantasy, in other words, can
counteract the alienating element of national identification, the fact that
it requires self-ablation, by binding national narratives to personal narra-
tives. Critics such as Berlant and Dana D. Nelson have demonstrated the
double movement of national fantasy and its legal counterpart, national
citizenship. American citizenship disembodies the material individual in
order to embody virtually the abstract notion of the nation in images, sites,
and narratives that can then be reabsorbed as personalized expressions of
group identity. These abstractions mediate the national symbolic through
fantasy. That is, these abstractions remove racial, ethnic, religious, and cul-
tural difference to create a national identity. But, as critics such as David
Kazanjian have argued, erasures of difference are often recursive in that
they simultaneously work to inscribe a normative (white, Christian, Euro-
pean) particularity into the putatively universal national identity.

The dialectic between amelioration and alienation played out through
national fantasy resonates with the etymology of the word for transla-
tion in Arabic, tarjamah (3«3)3). “Tarjamah, therefore, carries connota-
tions of alienated speech that has the flavor of falsehood, damnation, and
death,” Wail Hassan explains, “but also possibilities of survival, narra-
tion, and understanding.”® American Arabesque does more than suggest
that American citizenship is a form of translation. It argues that aesthetic
abstractions of material Arab culture limn the affinities between rep-
resenting Arabs and creating American citizens. What if key national
fantasies turn on the translation of Arabo-Islamic referents into Ameri-
can cultural property? What if references to the Arab world are integral
to the mediation between citizen and nation? What if one of the basic
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discursive articulations connecting, as well as dividing, the American
citizen and his or her foreign “other” is representations of the Arab? What
can nineteenth-century American literature reveal to us about the con-
tinuing use of the image of the Arab to unify the “political space” of the
American nation? What affect do images of the Arab conjure, and how is
that affect related to the creation of American identity?

Questions such as these treat literature as a significant mediator of
national fantasy. The aesthetics literature promotes are a window into
both the effort to unite the individual citizen to the dominant values of
the national culture and the effort to challenge and reconstitute those val-
ues. Nineteenth-century American writers who traded in Orientalism,
regardless of their personal politics or individual relationship to struc-
tures of power, produced an archive of imagery that attests to the Ameri-
can public’s taste for representations of Arabs and Islam: their taste for
the arabesque. American Arabesque examines this taste for the Arab not
only to provide evidence of literature’s capacity to normalize imperialist,
colonialist, and racist values but also to exercise the critic’s right to decon-
struct and reconstruct those values from multiple and often historically
occluded perspectives. In this sense, the literary critic engages in forms of
translation and retranslation, asserting his or her agency in relation to an
archive that has many voices, as well as many silences.

Wai Chee Dimock, in her book Through Other Continents, demon-
strates how the scope of American Studies is broadened when American
literature is read comparatively and across “deep time.™ I would suggest
that while these comparative approaches reveal cultural connections
worth exploring, they also divulge the misappropriations that more
often than not define American literary representations of ostensibly
foreign cultures. I am interested in fleshing out cultural continua lurk-
ing within American representations of the Arab, but I acknowledge that
cultural exchange is characterized by definitional co-option and seizure
as much as it is by reciprocity and mutuality. When a word is borrowed,
it is often never returned or, more likely, returned in a radically altered
condition. To fully appreciate the stakes in the act of borrowing, it is
necessary to understand the context out of which something was taken.
The “possibilities for survival, narration, and understanding” emerge
when the image of the Arab in American literature is reconnected with
the cultural contexts from which it was wrested. The goal is not to sal-
vage the pure products of any language or culture but rather to watch
them as they go wild.
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Approaches to literary and linguistic exchange such as Dimock’s
“deep time” or Homi Bhabha’s “hybridity” celebrate cross-cultural mis-
cegenation, misinterpretation, and misappropriation as signs of a trium-
phant multiculturalism and evidence of practices of marginal resistance
to master narratives of the nation. The often unabashed embrace of the
contaminated products of cultural translation, however, is usefully bal-
anced against other, more conservative views of cultural identity. These
other voices point to the epistemic violence the Moroccan critic Abdelfat-
tah Kilito argues is the condition of all translation. In his book Thou Shalt
Not Speak My Tongue, Kilito discusses the Arabic notion of adab (<3),
which refers to both “good manners” and “literature.” After cultivating
sensitivity for adab’s range of meaning, Kilito points his reader to the
expression “we are all guests of language.” Kilito uses the idea of the guest
and its intertwining senses in Arabic of chivalric and literary civility to
make a stunning admission: “one day I realized I dislike having foreign-
ers speak my language.™ It is not only that a history of colonialism and
cultural hegemony in North Africa has revealed Western Orientalists to
be rude guests. It is not only the humiliating reversal whereby Arab writ-
ers in the era of Ibn Khaldun could expect everyone else to learn Arabic in
order to be considered literate, but Arabs in the contemporary world are
compelled to learn other languages in order to be considered literate.” In
hearing Arabic on the tongue of foreigners, Kilito is struck with the fear
that he may lose his language to foreigners, that he may be robbed of his
cultural identity. Kilito’s book addresses a history of translation that is not
one of cultural exchange but rather of warfare. The stakes in translation,
then, are high—the extinction of that which makes Arabs unique (Arabic)
or, at the very least, the occupation of the Arabic language by foreigners.
Kilito reminds us that language, like physical space, can be the victim of
colonialism.

By focusing on both American and Arab literary traditions, I mark the
epistemic violence that is the source of Kilito’s anxiety and cultivate an
appreciation for the original meanings of Arabic terms. But origins, of
course, are disappearing points, and words are always undergoing defi-
nitional transformations. In this sense, Arab phrases, words, and terms
borrowed by American writers are not properly any culture’s property.
Tracking a word’s transformation over time and/or space is the point, as
well as a path that connects cultural traditions that are too often separated
by prejudices of discipline, ideology, or language. The result is a study that
uses the dynamics of translation to interpret the national fantasies that
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American literature perpetuates and to highlight the stakes inherent in
forming national identities through figurative representation.

The Persian scholar Abd al-Qahir al-Jurjani, in his eleventh-century
treatise on rhetoric, Asrar al-Balagha (e3.) Ll The Secrets of Elo-
quence), introduces Arabic’s first qualitative classification of figurative
language (jw/majaaz).”” Differentiating simile from metaphor and sev-
eral types of metaphoric comparison from one another, al-Jurjani stresses
the importance of context, both linguistic and nonlinguistic, to under-
standing the expressive power of a word. Al-Jurjani distinguished him-
self from his predecessors in the field by creating a method that focuses
not on what a figure is but rather on what a figure does to create vari-
ous modes of meaning.” Majaaz, al-Jurjani argues, occurs when a word
references something other than what it was coined to mean. This sec-
ond, or nonliteral, meaning arises out of a perceptual connection that the
reader/listener recognizes between the two denotations of the word. The
most sophisticated majaaz allow words to mean two different things at
the same time. Literary tropes, in other words, involve a temporary trans-
fer of meaning, or what al-Jurjani refers to as a “borrowing.” A person’s
delight in these borrowings increases proportionally to the difference
between the two objects brought together. Discussing a form of abstract
comparison known as tamtheel (Js¢), al-Jurjani suggests that figurative
language brings “a harmony to the unharmonious as if shortening the dis-
tance between East and West, making opposites agree, and uniting life
and death, fire and water.”™

A brief introduction to Islamic literary hermeneutics contextualizes al-
Jurjani’s approach to figurative language. The practice of Islamic literary
hermeneutics grows out of the need to understand ambiguous Qur’anic
passages known as mutashaabih (4:\434), a term derived from the root «.s,
suggesting similarity. The difficulty with interpreting mutashaabih is not
only that they lend themselves to more than one similar meaning. It is
also that, as some Islamic scholars argue, the literal sense of these pas-
sages is not the same as their real message.” The possibility, as well as the
danger, of interpreting mutashaabih verses is referenced in the Quran:

He sent down to you this scripture, containing straightforward verses—
which constitute the essence of the scripture—as well as multiple-meaning
or allegorical verses (mutashaabih). Those who harbor doubts in their
hearts will pursue the multiple-meaning verses to create confusion, and to
extricate a certain meaning. None knows the true meaning thereof except
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GOD and those well founded in knowledge. They say, “We believe in this—
all of it comes from our Lord.” Only those who possess intelligence will
take heed. (3:7)*

Understood by some Islamic scholars as an implicit invitation to decipher
mutashaabih, the passage gave impetus to the practice of taa’weel (J23.5),
or figurative interpretation. Taa’weel is the act of bringing a word back to
its origin or archetype in order to reveal a verse’s “true” meaning.” In a
treatise that extends Islamic hermeneutic principles to pre-Islamic Arab
poetry and literature in general, al-Jurjani argues that interpreting figu-
rative language reveals the secret affinities in the world and synthesizes
apparent opposites. This aesthetic observation has an essential religious
connotation for al-Jurjani. Majaaz exercises Arabic language’s sacred
power. Figurative language, in al-Jurjani’s assessment, is a vehicle of rev-
elation that confirms the Islamic creed of unity.

Al-Jurjani wrote in a historical moment when debates over figurative
language and the legitimacy of the exegetical method known as taa’weel
divided Islamic intellectuals into groups roughly associated with Rational-
ism on the one hand and Traditionalism on the other.”® The Aristotelian-
influenced speculative tendencies of the Rationalists opened sacred scrip-
ture to nonliteral interpretation and contrasted with the literalist bent of
the Traditionalists. One need not understand the fine points of difference
between the mutakallimun and the muhaddithun, or between Mut’azillite
epistemology and Ash’arite theology, to recognize why debates between
Rationalists and Traditionalists often devolved into the question of divine
anthropomorphism.” A majority of Qurianic verses are categorized as
muhkam (sS24), meaning firm or strong, that is, clear in meaning. But
of the approximately two hundred verses considered mutashaabih, many
attribute hands, eyes, ears, or a face to Allah. If God is indeed distinct
from that which he created and is inimitable, as the Quran repeatedly
states, and if the Qur’an is the revealed word of God, then how are the
Qur’anic metaphors that give Allah human attributes to be interpreted?>°
Are these metaphors meant to be interpreted literally as truth (iia-/hage-
eqa) or figuratively (majaaz)?™

Rather than placing figurative language in opposition to truth, al-
Jurjani creates a system that divides meaning into what is intellectually
verifiable and what is an imaginative conceit: maani ‘aqiliyya (rational
meaning) and maani takhiliyya (imaginative meaning). By categorizing
majaaz in relation to literal meaning rather than in opposition to truth,
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al-Jurjani presents figurative language not as inappropriate or false but
as uttered with the purpose of making a comparison.> Taking al-Jurjani
as an impetus, American Arabesque uses figurative language not only to
examine the relationships between Arab and American culture and secu-
lar and sacred discourses on identity but also to probe how the literary
imaginary structures the real material experiences of concrete individu-
als. In this sense, I approach American arabesques as a form of poesis,
figurative constructions that create new subjectivities and subject experi-
ences of the world by creating new words, images, and perceptions.

In the past thirty years of scholarship on Western literature’s relation-
ship to the East, the displacing power of figurative language has received
far more attention than has its capacity to create connections. Beginning
with Orientalism, there has been an emphasis in postcolonial criticism on
analyzing how Western representations of the East replace the material
Orient in favor of an Oriental imaginary that has far more to say about
Western fantasies of difference than any reality of the East. Western rep-
resentations of the East that work to incorporate Oriental cultural refer-
ences and even Oriental languages into the idioms of democratic, progres-
sive, and modern identity have only recently begun to receive the atten-
tion of scholars. In the field of American Studies, Timothy Marr’s The
Cultural Roots of American Islamicism makes the convincing argument
that “Americans have long pressed orientalist images of Islam into domes-
tic service as a means to globalize the authority of the cultural power of
the United States.” American Arabesque complements Marr’s research
on the absorption of Orientalist references into the language of American
identity, but it is fundamentally a study of a different kind.

Within the larger envelope of American Orientalism, discrete dis-
courses exist for the figure of the Turk, the Moor, the Muslim, the Bed-
ouin, and the Arab. In Barbary captivity narratives and Near East travel
narratives, distinctions between Turks and Bedouins, as well as between
Arabs and Moors, are central to understanding what is at stake in the
comparisons American writers make between the United States and the
Arabo-Islamic world. Furthermore, the pervasive romantic appeal of the
Bedouin figure in nineteenth-century American literature is based pre-
cisely on the figure’s pre-Islamic qualities and the connections many writ-
ers made between Bedouins’ “primitive” life and the life of Abraham. But
these distinctions between Muslim ethnicities, as well as between Islamic
culture and Bedouin Arab culture, are significant not only because they
speak to the creation of American racial maps but also because the first
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group of actual Arab immigrants to America were predominantly Chris-
tian. To fully appreciate the Orientalist narratives that these immigrants
were both exploiting and revising, it is necessary to understand the
nuances of that narrative and the ethnic, geographical, and cultural dis-
tinctions made in it. Tracking the conflations and separations of Arab,
Muslim, Moor, Turk, and Bedouin in American discourse reveals the
logic inherent in cross-cultural comparisons, such as between Bedouin
and Native Indian, as well as the logic informing the creation of cross-
cultural figures such as the American Moor.

Since the 1990s, a number of exemplary studies of American versions
of Orientalism have been published, including Fuad Sha’ban’s Islam and
Arabs in Early American Thought, Malini Johar Schueller’s U.S. Orien-
talisms, Scott Trafton’s Egypt Land, Hilton Obenzinger’s American Pal-
estine, and Brian T. Edwards’s Morocco Bound.” None of these books has
dealt with the specificity of the image of the Arab, and most importantly
none has dealt directly with the Arabic language and Arabic-language
writers. If American Studies is truly to take its much-advertised global
turn, its scholars must cultivate an appreciation for the languages
from which foreign references are pilfered. It is only by developing this
intercultural perspective that we can fully appreciate the dynamics of
absorbing “foreign” and/or “exotic” references into American contexts.
In order to reinvigorate a dialogue between American culture and Arab
culture that was initiated in nineteenth-century Orientalist discourse,
it is necessary to follow al-Jurjani’s advice and pay close attention to
how borrowed words maintain two simultaneous, and often opposed,
meanings.

The methodological decision to include analyses of Arabic-language
texts in my chapters allows me to explore the relationship between the fig-
urative Arabs and/or Muslims of American Orientalist discourse and the
Arabs and/or Muslims who used Orientalist discourses to figure them-
selves as Americans. It is a critical practice that acknowledges the limits of
the tradition it is building on by both excoriating the terms that discourse
employed to know the “other” and creating a new hermeneutic methodol-
ogy of retrieving knowledge—knowledge that is not one culture’s property
or another’s but rather is an overlapping and at times shared imaginary.
As a generation of inquiry into Orientalism has taught us, there are multi-
ple Orients as well as multiple Wests, often simultaneously conjured in the
same figure. Our critical approach to these respective concepts must be
as supple as al-Jurjani’s approach to majaaz. It must be an approach that
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allows us to recognize, through the figure, a “shortening [of] the distance
between East and West.”

Figures of the Arab and Definitions of America

Two historical anecdotes serve as bookends for American Arabesque. The
first takes place on the coast of North Africa at the turn of the nineteenth
century. The second takes place in a U.S. court room at the beginning of
the twentieth century. The story of the Mameluke sword focuses on the
translation of an Arabo-Islamic referent into a key iteration of American
national identity, the Marine hymn. The story of the Dow case examines
how the first “Arab” immigrants to the United States narrated themselves
into American citizens. These two moments delineate the historical sweep
of American Arabesque. They also model two theoretical approaches to
understanding arabesque representation: intercultural translation and
intracultural translation. The former focuses on the use of the Arab and/
or Muslim figure from elsewhere to create national imaginaries; the latter
focuses on Arabs and Muslims in America and their creation of counter
national imaginaries. Both types of translation are intimately connected
to the racial politics of American citizenship.

On April 27, 1805, the exiled ruler of Tripoli, Hamet Karamanelli, pre-
sented Lieutenant Neville Presley O’Bannon with a jeweled Mameluke
sword in acknowledgment of the successful bayonet charge the young
Marine from Virginia had led earlier that day against the fortified city of
Derne. The ceremony took place on North Africa’s Mediterranean coast,
and the larger event it commemorated was eventually incorporated into
the Marine hymn as a testament to the transatlantic reach of U.S. military
power and political influence: “from the halls of Montezuma to the shores
of Tripoli.” Soon after the sword ceremony, O’Bannon raised the Stars and
Stripes over Derne. The event marked a turning point in the United States’
first extracontinental military venture and, as Marine lore holds, the first
time the American flag had been carried and planted on the other side of
the Atlantic. To this day, commissioned officers of the Marine Corp carry
a replica of the same Mameluke sword that Hamet Karamanelli presented
to O’Bannon on the shores of Tripoli.

The sword exchange still resonates in the American national memory
as a heroic first chapter in the country’s global crusade against despotism
and its enduring commitment to spreading democracy to the far corners
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of the earth.”® In other words, the Mameluke sword and the event it com-
memorates have been translated into an American national fantasy. Ber-
lant, describing her definition of national fantasy, explains, “I mean to
designate how national culture becomes local—through the images, nar-
ratives, monuments, and sites that circulate through personal/collective
consciousness.”™ The Marine hymn is one of these transformative narra-
tives, and in it Barbary becomes a productive site of American national
identity. It is in this “fantasy” sense that the invocation “to the shores of
Tripoli” uses affect to bind the individual citizen to the collective notion
of national honor, integrity, and military power. But what if we were to
read this national fantasy dialectically through the filter of Arab history
and the Arabic language? What if we took a philological approach to the
hymn’s translation of the Mameluke sword into the Marine sword?

O’Bannon was a member of a small expeditionary force of eight Marines,
a hundred or so European fortune fighters, and several hundred Bedouin
Arabs. The group had been led across the Libyan Desert by an intrepid Rev-
olutionary and Indian War veteran from Massachusetts, General William
Eaton. Eaton’s covert mission was to overthrow the acting ruler of Trip-
oli, Yusuf Karamanelli, and to replace him with his more pliable brother
Hamet. The ultimate goal was to free the hundreds of American citizens
held in Tripoli’s slave prisons and rid the U.S. government of the need to pay
tribute to a piratical state. In a matter of days after Hamet had handed the
Mameluke sword to Lt. O’'Bannon in Derne, his brother Yusuf precipitously
began negotiations for peace with the United States. Far from being “chas-
tised for his temerity” (as Eaton preferred) or removed from his position of
tyrannical power, Yusuf ultimately signed a treaty that established him as
legitimate ruler of Tripoli in the eyes of the U.S. government.”® This treaty
contained a secret proviso banishing Hamet from Tripoli and assuring his
removal by securing his immediate family as Yusuf’s hostages.”

In the years that followed the triumphant sword exchange in Derne,
Eaton and Hamet remained connected through the written word.
Hamet wrote many letters to the U.S. Senate complaining of his exile on
an obscure Mediterranean island, his penury, and the unpaid debt that
America owed him. When informed of the treaty negotiations that ulti-
mately made Hamet an exile, Eaton, still occupying the Derne camp,
wrote in distress to Samuel Barron, the commander in chief of U.S. forces
in the Mediterranean. “Could I have apprehended this result of my exer-
tions,” Eaton complained, “certainly no consideration would have pre-
vailed on me to have taken an agency in a tragedy so manifestly fraught
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with intrigue; so wounding to human feelings; and as I must view it, so
degrading to our national honor. In Eaton’s view, the shores of Tripoli do
not consolidate the righteous and masculine national subjectivity that so
often affectively attaches itself to the Marine hymn. Instead Eaton narrates
the United States’ surreptitious retreat in the dead of night from Derne as
“unmanly.”" As concerns Hamet, Eaton remarks in his journal, “He falls
from the most flattering prospects of a kingdom, to beggary!™*

How do we interpret the results of the U.S. military’s actions in Bar-
bary? Was it victory or defeat? Was it honorable or dishonorable? Track-
ing what Hamet’s Mameluke sword signifies in both American and Arab
cultural traditions provides a global perspective on the phrase “to the
shores of Tripoli.” Paying attention to the dynamics of translation, in
other words, disturbs the exceptionalist national fantasy that the Marine
hymn invokes. What emerges in its place is a narrative on American iden-
tity in which belonging and alienation (enfranchisement and disenfran-
chisement) are intrinsically bound together.

Mameluke refers to the organized bodies of slave soldiers employed by
various Islamic armies from as early as the ninth century. The members
of this corps, captured or bartered during their childhoods and raised as
military orphans, eventually gave birth to two Egyptian dynasties. The
first dynasty had consolidated its control over the state by the end of the
thirteenth century. This generation of Mamelukes replaced the Arabo-
Islamic caliphate with a form of military rule that placed power in the
hands of central Asian, Turkish, Kurdish, and Caucasian soldiers. The
Mamelukes’ dynastic power originated in seizure, and their political aim
was self-interestedly to perpetuate that power through clientage. To the
Arab historian Ibn Khaldun, the advent of Mameluke control of Egypt is
a signal event in the decay of the Arab asabiyya (group loyalty) that cre-
ated the pinnacles of Arabo-Islamic civilization, the Ummayad and Abas-
sid Caliphates.* Ibn Khaldun argues that the Mameluke dynasty marks
a historical shift whereby Arabs will no longer be rulers of the Islamic
umma (community) but rather will become the ruled. Seen through the
perspective of Ibn Khaldun’s theory of history, the Mamelukes revived
an older form of natural kingship (mulk) but changed the terms of loy-
alty from tribal/ethnic bonds to military bonds>* By the beginning of the
nineteenth century, the second Mameluke dynasty had taken control of
Egypt, following the same policies as its original Mameluke predecessors.

The word mameluke is derived from the Arabic verb malaka (L), “to
take in possession, seize, take over, acquire, lay hands (on); to dominate,
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control, be master (of).”® A mameluke is a slave or possession of some-
one, but a malik (derived from the same verbal root) is a king, and mulk
is something that Ibn Khaldun theorized as natural kingship. In practice,
the Mameluke dynasty combined these seemingly opposed states of being:
they were both slaves and kings, both victims and administrators of impe-
rialism. No man could become a Mameluke ruler who had not first been a
Mameluke slave. The janissary body of the Mamelukes was not hereditary
and theoretically could only be refreshed with new orphans. The Mam-
eluke system meant that a boy seized on a military raid into the Caucus
Mountains and raised as a slave could become the ruler of an Egyptian
population to which he was not ethnically, racially, or culturally attached.

The transformation of the Mameluke sword into the U.S. Marine
sword entails an act of transvaluation whereby an Arabo-Islamic sym-
bol of slavery, imperialism, and dynastic hegemony becomes a symbolic
expression of America’s commitment to freedom and democracy. And
yet O’Bannon himself hailed from a state in which slavery was legal, and
the larger conflict in North Africa that came to be known as the Tripoli
War gave birth to the U.S. Navy, impetus to the U.S. Marines, and still
provides a quilting point for subsequent narratives of the United States’
extracontinental military interventions in the name of overthrowing
tyrants rather than appeasing them. The other narrative, the narrative
that suggests the United States’ own history of slavery, hegemony, and
imperial aggression, remains as a ghostly complement to the New World
symbol that American historiography was to fashion out of Hamet’s
Mameluke sword.

The proceedings from the court marshal of an American sailor aboard a
ship sent to the Barbary Coast during the War with Tripoli provides a tell-
ing example of the gap many Federal-era Americans felt existed between
the promise of revolutionary freedom and the reality of continued Ameri-
can bondage, between the affect of national fantasy and the lived experi-
ence of those still occluded from the values the national fantasy promoted.
On June 23, 1804, Robert Quinn, the president of the sailors aboard the
U.S. frigate President, was summoned to the bar at Hampton Roads for
the crime of mutiny. The evidence against Quinn consisted of a letter he
had written to Commodore Samuel Baron, commander of the U.S. naval
squadron deployed to the Mediterranean to free American slaves held
captive in Barbary prisons. The letter lists a series of complaints the com-
mon sailors had with their treatment and meal allowances. In the letter,
Quinn uses the pointed terms of revolutionary rhetoric:
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Tyranny is the beginning of all mischief and is generally attended with bad
things at the latter end. Any Commodore or captain that had the least feel-
ing or thought would not suffer this hard usage it is almost impossible for
us to live. . .. Some of our friends in America and other parts shall know of
this shortly and in time we hope to get redress—death is always superior to
slavery—we remain your unhappy slaves3®

Quinn received cold satisfaction for his invocation of the language of
the Revolutionary War and his appeal to its metaphors of freedom. He was
sentenced to have his eyebrows shaved and to be branded on the forehead
with the word “Mutiny.” He also received 326 lashes equally apportioned
among the crew of the different ships of the squadron. Eaton was one of
the judges. Quinn and his fellow sailors had deployed to Barbary aboard
an American ship rhetorically positioned as fighting tyranny and freeing
slaves. Yet it is American commodores and captains he accuses of tyranny
and slave driving.

The Marine hymn subsumes contradictions between the American
rhetoric of liberty and the American history of bondage by appealing
to the national fantasy of America’s historical commitment to freedom.
In other words, the hymn reinterprets the Mameluke sword, translat-
ing it into an affective iteration of American national identity. To put the
Marine sword in dialectic with the Mameluke sword is to think through
exchanges between America and the Arab world not only in terms of
martial conquest but also in terms of intercultural translation. It is to
reconstruct our understanding of national symbols with an eye toward
their etiology. The cause of the sword exchange commemorated in the
Marine hymn was the installation of Hamet Karamanelli, with the aid
of the United States, as ruler of Tripoli. The result of the sword exchange
was his disenfranchisement, exile, and alienation. The larger cause that
had brought U.S. Marines to the shores of Tripoli was the enslavement of
American citizens, who had been promised life, liberty, and the pursuit of
happiness by the Declaration of Independence. As white slaves in North
Africa, as well as the white seamen sent to rescue them, were well aware,
these universal rights were far from universally applied in their home
country.

The displacements involved in aestheticizing and refiguring Arab his-
tory, Arabo-Islamic expression, and the Arabic language as American
cultural property create American arabesques. I categorize American
representations of the Arab as arabesques because I recognize the fantasy
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quotient with which these images are imbued, but I am also arguing
against dismissing them as merely “bad” or inaccurate representations.
American arabesques define a spectrum of relations between American
culture and Arab culture that have yet to be explored. Arabesque repre-
sentation displaces the physical, material world in favor of an imagined
world and imagined relations. The imaginaries created through ara-
besques speak to idealized visions of America, but they also speak to
the real ideological, social, and racial fissures in the nation that must be
ameliorated through imaginary projection. These imaginary projections,
in turn, create new American identities. I approach the literary history
of representing the Arab as a key that unlocks a larger story about how
figures of the Arab and tropes of Arabness are used to construct defini-
tions of American national identity, to mediate American racial differ-
ences, and to control the meaning of citizenship in the American context.
But arabesques are not only figures of displacement; they are also figures
of emplacement, particularly for groups within the United States that felt
disenfranchised by nineteenth-century models of American citizenship.

A 1915 Fourth Circuit Court appeals trial, Dow v. United States, decided
the question of Syrian race in the eyes of American law?” Guided by the
Dillingham Report of the Immigration Commission, the Fourth Circuit
appellate judge ruled that Syrian immigrants from the African side of the
Mediterranean were “of mixed Syrian, Arabian, and even Jewish blood.”
Instead of being labeled Turkish and thus being subject to Asian immigra-
tion quotas, Syrian migrants to America were classified as “belong[ing]
to the Semitic branch of the Caucasian race. Thus widely differing from
their rulers, the Turks.”® The decision ushered Syrian immigrants into the
inner sanctum of American citizenship, even as it tacitly acknowledged
the figurative nature of a racial category constructed from labile ethnic,
national, and religious delineations. Legally recognized as white, Syrians
became part of the American family, and the racial category of Arab dis-
appeared from official tabulation.

The privileged place opened up for Syrians in the American legal con-
ception of citizenship at the beginning of the twentieth century had its
rhetorical genesis in nineteenth-century metaphors and figurations of
Arabness. Literary tropes of Arabness not only influenced juridical defini-
tions of American citizenship but also literally facilitated the transition
of Arab immigrants from foreigner to American. The creation of very
real American citizens out of Arab migrants, in other words, was abetted
by fiction and figural representation. The Dow ruling legally sanctioned
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a distinction between Arab and Turk that American literature had been
defining figuratively for over a century. Furthermore, by classifying Syr-
ian ethnicity as a “Semitic branch of the Caucasian race,” U.S. law codi-
fied the imaginative conduit between darkness and whiteness, as well as
between foreignness and American citizenship, that tropes of Arabness
had provided throughout the nineteenth century.

As the Dow case attests, the term Arab signified a mutable category in
America, one that needed juridical policing. The definitions of Arab circu-
lating in America contemporary with the Dow decision include, “A home-
less child or street urchin” “A Jew”; “A people of mixed breed, partially
Indian” “Any dark complexioned person, esp. if belonging to a group tra-
ditionally considered to be somewhat primitive in emotional matters; spec.
a Jew or a Turk”; and “A huckster or street vendor, esp. those who posses
a Central European or Middle Eastern cast of countenance.™ The range
of vernacular meaning for the word Arab meant that Syrian migrants
encountered an array of potential identities—immigrant, Indian, Jew,
Turk, primitive, Middle Eastern, Central European, mixed breed. These
living Syrian individuals inherited imaginary subject positions that were
engendered by arabesque representation. In negotiating their relationship
to these subject positions, the Syrian migrants negotiated their relation to
an American national symbolic that had already created a place for them
in the national fantasy.

If one type of American arabesque involves the translation (often vio-
lent) of Arab and/or Arabo-Islamic words, images, spaces, and objects
into American culture, another type involves the creation of alternative
American identities based on “-esquing” these translations. This sec-
ond type of arabesque is a conscious strategy of self-representation that
reads a predominantly white American discourse on Arabo-Islamic cul-
ture against the grain. These arabesques blend not only the Arab and the
American but also the real and the fictional. The figurative Arabs that
appear on the pages of nineteenth-century American texts replace real
Arabs in the American cultural imaginary and exert a representational
pressure on the literal “Arabs” who eventually appear on American shores
at the end of the nineteenth century. But it is precisely by playing into the
existing American discourse on Arab identity that Syrian migrants to
America made themselves “white.” Exchanging their Syrian ethnicity for
whiteness, these first-generation migrants demonstrate how Muslims and
Arabs in turn-of-the-twentieth-century America readapted Orientalist
discourses to their own purposes.
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The physical arabesque pattern has acted as a medium of transfer-
ence between cultures for centuries, connecting “Oriental” art and
“Western” art through its tendril motifs (see figure 2).#° The term
arabesque, in turn, captures the way nineteenth-century American
romanticism not only blended the real and the fantastic to reimagine
the nation and the self but also borrowed its fantasies of national and
personal difference directly from other cultural traditions. However,
the term arabesque does not exist in Arabic. Sometime around the
beginning of the seventeenth century, the word appears in the Eng-
lish language, by way of the French arabesque, which is borrowed from
the Italian arabesco, which in turn is derived from the Latin Arabus.
The “Arabian ornamental design” that the word arabesque references
had been a source of European fascination since antiquity, exerting
a particular influence on Renaissance artists as diversely situated as
Albrecht Diirer and Raphael. Improvising on the “Arabian” design pat-
tern, European artists over the ages created the related styles of the
Romanesque, the Moresque, and the grotesque.

The history of intercultural translation, misinterpretation, and pro-
jection attached to the figure of the arabesque provides the impetus for
the title of this book. American Arabesque tracks the exchange between
American culture and Arabo-Islamic culture through five figures: the cap-
tive, the indigene, the arabesque, the Moor, and the migrant. Each of these
figures is an arabesque in the sense that they (a) enact romantic engage-
ments with the Arab world, (b) blend two languages of identity (American
and Arab), and (c) create representative patterns of mirroring/doubling. An
analysis of these arabesques illuminates the role that references to Arab
and Arabo-Islamic culture play in shaping the contours of American
belonging and ultimately the content of the U.S. national imaginary.

A Pattern of Representation

Chapter 1 focuses on the figure of the captive and argues for the discur-
sive importance of North African slavery to the articulation of Federal-
era American national identity. American captives in Barbary slavery
extended Revolutionary War narratives on bondage and freedom to
make arguments for their country’s obligation to ransom them. In the
process of claiming their own constitutional rights, these predominantly
white, working-class sailors used Barbary types to establish comparisons
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Fig. 192. Arabesque filler ornament from a circular wall inset in
the house of the fourteenth-century Emir Bardak in Cairo.

Fig. 192a.. Greek “translation” of fig. 192.

Figure 2. Arabesque filler ornament from a circular wall inset in the house of
the fourteenth-century Emir Bardak in Cairo and Greek “translation.” From
Alois Riegl, Problems of Style, excerpted in Jules Bourgoin, Précis de l'art arabe
et matériaux pour servir a I’histoire, d la théorie, et a la technique des arts de
POrient musulman, 2 vols. (Paris, 1892), part 1, pl. 32.

between themselves and the disenfranchised in America’s nascent democ-
racy. Filtered largely through the experiences of James Leander Cathcart
(Revolutionary War veteran, Barbary slave, U.S. diplomat, and student of
Arabic, Turkish, and Lingua Franca), chapter 1 examines how Barbary was
used rhetorically to interrogate the meaning and limitation of untested
terms such as democracy, equality, liberty, and patriotism in the Ameri-
can context. The result is not only the importation of Barbary types into
American racial maps but also the creation of cross-cultural comparisons
that can be mined, retrospectively, for evidence of the nation’s nascent
multicultural consciousness.
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John Foss, a sailor captured by the Regency of Algiers in 1793, demon-
strates the relationships between America and North Africa that Barbary
captivity narratives established for their readers.

The Turks are a well-built robust people, their complexion not unlike
Americans, tho’ somewhat larger, but their dress, and long beards, make
them more like monsters than human beings.

The Cologlies are somewhat less in stature than the Turks, and are of a
more tawny complexion.

The Moors are generally a tall, thin, spare set of people, not much
inclining to fat, and of a very dark complexion, much like the Indians of
North America.

The Arabs, or Arabians, are of a much darker complexion than the
Moors, being darker than Mulattoes. They are much less in stature than
the Moors, being the smallest people I ever saw. . .. As they are not allowed
to trade in any mercantile line, nor even learn any mechanic art, they are
obliged to be drudges to their superiors.*

In Foss’s proto-ethnographic summary, four distinct inhabitants of the
Algerian space are strung together as contiguous links in a cultural
chain of being, each one’s identity being determined in relation not only
to the previous one but also to a racial identity recognizable from the
American context.** Foss creates an arabesque pattern of representa-
tion by using Barbary to mirror American racial relations back to his
readers. He employs similarity to establish the naturalness of America’s
racial hierarchies and reversal to establish America’s cultural difference
from Barbarous Africa. Thus, the Turks are “not unlike Americans” in
racial complexion but also are “more like monsters than human beings”
in their cultural habits (visible on the level of clothes and grooming).
The Turk is a white American in reverse, monstrous instead of civilized,
despotic instead of democratic, and barbarous instead of enlightened.
Whiteness appears in Foss’s Barbary racial grid as a universal marker
of privilege and power, but Americanness remains a distinct and excep-
tional cultural identity for his reader, lest the comparison between Turk
and American suggest other uncomfortable equivalencies.

However, the order and categorical differences Foss is attempting to
establish through his grid of Barbary is in fact undermined by the latent
equivalencies in his chart. The difference between Turk and American has
to be quickly established because of the immediate similarity between the
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two. Perhaps even more disruptive to Foss’s order than the Turk is the fig-
ure of the Cologlie, a hybrid entity that has no analogue in Foss’s Amer-
ican racial mirror. The Cologlie, a child of a garrisoned Turkish soldier
and a local Algerian woman, has no American double precisely because
he or she represents the possibility of racial hybridity being integrated into
an essentialist chain of being. Most tellingly, though, is Foss’s categoriza-
tion of Arab identity. Foss presents an Arab figure that is “much darker
complexion than the Moors, being darker than Mulattoes.” Yet the term
Arab was applied in other contexts by other Barbary captives to a range
of different American racial equivalents. Foss does not merely replicate
the Barbary racial hierarchy; he translates it according to his particular
conception of racial order.

The cross-cultural comparisons engendered by Barbary captivity reflect
the national identity anxieties of the Federal era, anxieties centered on the
meaning of democracy and the need to establish order, specifically racial
order, out of revolution. In the decades that followed, tropes of the Arab
were adapted by other American writers to new questions about American
democracy and its limits. In the mid-nineteenth century, the genre of the
Near Eastern travel narrative came into market prominence at the exact
same time that the U.S. government was dramatically expanding its con-
tinental territory. In these narratives, the American frontier is mirrored
in the Arabian Desert, and the politics of Indian removal are played out
symbolically through travelers’ ruminations about disappearing Bedou-
ins. John Lloyd Stephens, the first American to write a Near Eastern travel
narrative, demonstrates how representations of the Near East worked to
rhetorically establish America’s exceptional mandate. About midway
through his account, Stephens describes the curse on Biblical Edom and
Biblical Esau.

Standing near the Elanitic branch of the Red Sea, the doomed and accursed
land lay stretched out before me, the theatre of awful visitations and their
more awful fulfillment; given to Esau as being the fatness of the earth, but
now a barren waste, a picture of death, an eternal monument of the wrath
of an offended God, and a fearful witness to the truth of the words spoken
by his prophets.*

Stephens narrates his path across the Arabian Desert with intentional rhe-
torical echoes of an earlier Anglo-American settler colonialism that fig-
ured white Americans as New Israelites with a covenantal relationship to
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American soil. By emphasizing the literal nature of the Old Testament’s
prophecies and their fulfillment in the ancient world, Stephens indexes the
fulfillment narrative of New Testament-inspired Protestant interpretations
of America as the New Israel. If the “curse” on Esau was fulfilled in Edom,
it meant that by logical extension the chosen status of the Israelites would
also be literally realized. Interpretations such as these were inspired by a
Pauline approach to the Old Testament as a prefiguration of the New Testa-
ment and its history of salvation. Rejecting allegorical interpretation, Paul’s
epistles insisted on literal historical interpretations of both Old Testament
figure and New Testament fulfillment. The fulfillment of the prophecy of
Edom’s destruction had implications for the New Israel of America. For the
many Americans who believed in chiliastic rhetoric, the salvation and cho-
sen status of the New Israel was confirmed in the plight of the figurative
Esaus (i.e., Bedouins) located in the sands of Arabia Petraea.

Stephens’s use of the Arab world to make arguments about American
destiny creates an arabesque representation. His description of Edom
establishes the naturalness of America’s westward expansion through
similarity and the uniqueness of America’s exceptional mandate through
reversal. The disappearance of primitive man in the face of civilized
advance was a universal phenomenon, these travel narratives implied,
visible in the Arabian Desert as well as on the American frontier. But
America’s colonial advance into its continental hinterland was differen-
tiated from Ottoman colonialism, and American Manifest Destiny was
distinguished from historical examples of imperial hubris through rever-
sal. Whereas Edom is cursed, America is chosen, as evident in the Biblical
story of Jacob and Esau being played out on America’s own frontier.

Chapter 2 turns its attention to the figure of the indigene as it relates
to the question of nativity and ownership in the American context. The
writers detailed in chapter 2 are privileged rather than enslaved, mov-
ing relatively freely through Near Eastern deserts, cities, and ruins rather
than being trapped in North African prisons and speaking to a domestic
audience that is not as mindful of the question of American Revolution as
they are of the question of American Empire. Yet the Near Eastern travel
narrative, as the Barbary captivity narrative did more than a generation
earlier, broached central questions of American national identity through
representations of Ottoman colonial relations and Arabo-Islamic cultural
stratifications. The Arab figure that reverberates most poignantly with the
midcentury American national imaginary is the Bedouin. Americans in
the Near East justified U.S. national expansion at its continental borders
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by employing pentimento representations of the Bedouin through which
they discussed Native Indians. These representations created complex
metaphors of white American nativity.

Yet the very figurative nature of these metaphors of nativity made them
unruly and subject to co-option by “nonwhites” such as Jews and Afri-
can Americans. Looking closely at Erich Auerbach’s definition of figura
in the context of Ibn Khaldun’s fourteenth-century definition of the Bed-
ouin, chapter 2 examines the stakes in translating a foreign archetype into
a domestic stereotype. Read in an intercultural context, the translation
of the Arab Bedouin into the American Bedouin does something more
than stabilize white nativity in America and create a national symbolic
that differentiates American Empire from its historical predecessors. This
translation also, simultaneously, creates cross-cultural imaginaries that
allow American readers to see Andrew Jackson mirrored in the Oriental
“despot” Muhammad Ali and American expansionism mirrored in the
hegemonic policies of the Ottomans toward indigenous populations.

The first two chapters connect parallel strains in American Studies
scholarship: the effort to situate American culture within a global con-
text and the developing critique of U.S. imperialism prior to the Civil War.
My own analysis of Americans’ antebellum contact with Arabo-Islamic
cultures is coupled with attention to how these exotic encounters express
white America’s continental imperial imagination. What I discover,
though, in this Eastern contact literature, is not the monocultural ethos
underlying racial nationalism or the ruthless democracy of American
imperial citizenship but rather textual moments when American citi-
zens confront colonialism in America.* Placing narrative instantiations
of national identity in the international contexts registered by both Bar-
bary captivity narratives and Near Eastern travel narratives, in fact, dis-
turbs the discourse of white privilege that several recent American Studies
scholars have explored.*

The arabesques on which I concentrate in the first two chapters directly
reference Arab culture. Edgar Allan Poe’s arabesques refer not to the Arab
world but rather to a romantic style the writer cultivates in an attempt
to distinguish himself in a crowded literary marketplace. Washington
Irving, for example, had dubbed his own stories “arabesque” before Poe
published Tales of the Grotesque and Arabesque. However, though both
Poe and Irving shared a fondness for the exotic and a propensity to invoke
the supernatural in their short stories, the term arabesque held a different
valence in their respective aesthetic sensibilities. Irving certainly had read
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more about Islam, Arabs, and Arabo-Islamic history than Poe had. He had
published a biography of the Prophet Muhammad, as well as several histo-
ries of the Moors in Spain. He had even, unlike Poe, traveled to Andalusia
and come in firsthand contact with Arabo-Islamic culture and ruins. But
it is precisely Poe’s lack of contact with primary sources and primary sites
of Arabo-Islamic cultural production that makes his arabesque aesthetic
so unmoored, so uniquely American. The physical arabesques in Poe’s
tales index his arabesque aesthetic. This aesthetic establishes conduits
between accepted binaries, ultimately collapsing dichotomies to achieve
Poe’s signature modern affects of shock and terror.*® Poe’s arabesques link
the theory and praxis of his romanticism, but they also translate an Arab
cultural reference into an American idiom.

Poe’s use of the arabesque to establish his romantic aesthetic provides a
salient example of what happens when an Arabo-Islamic referent is trans-
lated out of its own cultural context and into American cultural prop-
erty. At the beginning of his essay on interior décor, “The Philosophy of
Furniture,” Poe insists that the ideal American domestic space should be
covered by arabesque patterns “of no meaning.® Though Poe’s decorating
advice is delivered tongue lodged in cheek, it has direct relevance to his
own use of the arabesque pattern to model an art-for-art’s-sake theory of
literature. Poe evacuates material Arabs and Arabo-Islamic culture from
the image of the Arab, replacing the real with the figural to create his ide-
alized realm of “pure fiction.” Poe’s use of the term arabesque as code for
his own theory of art effectively disconnects the image of the Arab from
material Arab culture. It is precisely this aesthetic “sweep[ing] aside” of
the material world that William Carlos Williams identifies as Poe’s con-
tribution to the creation of a national literature.* Seen through modernist
criticism, Poe’s arabesque consolidates the idea of America by presenting
its unique literary voice to the world.

In chapter 3, I concentrate on the translation of the image of the Arab
into a “unique” expression of American romanticism. In Poe, the figure of
the Arab facilitates the experience of difference as sameness, the foreign as
familiar, and the alien as domestic. In a sense, Poe cultivates the anxieties
that are latent in the contact narrative’s use of the image of the Arab to
establish American national, cultural, and racial difference. Poe exploits
those anxieties, refining them into an aesthetic instantiation of national
terror based on the potential collapse of difference. Poe’s domestication
of the image of the Arab ultimately serves as an ironic acknowledgment
of the impossibility of bounding a “unique” domestic national identity
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that is built through references to the foreign, the exotic, and the “other.”
Tracking the arabesque’s movement from Arab cultural reference to
uniquely American aesthetic demonstrates the role of translation in Poe’s
romanticism. Retranslating Poe’s arabesque back into Arabo-Islamic cul-
tural discourse, in turn, reveals resonances between Arab and American
romanticism.

The design pattern that came to be called the arabesque in the West-
ern world is known in Arabic as tawreeq (z:,5), from the verb form of “to
foliate” (&,s5).* Whereas Poe’s arabesque symbolizes a secular aesthetic,
the tawreeq is intimately connected to sacred aesthetics. The tawreeq
lends itself to poetic manifestations (ghazel) and musical manifestations
(muwashshah) as well as ornamental design. Each of these tawreeq art
forms strives to capture the Islamic concept of tawHeed (.3 unity) and
to remind the viewer/listener of the oneness and utter transcendence of
Allah. These theories of unicity receive especially poignant expressions in
Islamic mysticism and the writings of Sufis such as Ibn Arabi. In trans-
lating an Arabo-Islamic referent into an instantiation of American liter-
ary nationalism, Poe not only strips the term of its original signification;
he also fundamentally alters his audience’s understanding of the term’s
cultural-historical significance to Muslims. Placing Poe’s arabesque in an
intercultural context, however, creates the possibility for appreciating how
American and Arab cultural values interanimate each other.

At the same historical moment that Poe used the arabesque figure as
code for his exploration of a primal aesthetic of sensation, Arab writers
such as al-Tahtawi were beginning to modernize the Arabic language
itself. In Poe’s writing, the figure of the Arab indicates an emptying out of
meaning from the form. In al-Tahtawi’s writing, the meanings of the rep-
resentational figures of the Arabic language are being expanded to include
modern political concepts such as nationalism. To Poe, the arabesque fig-
ure is a sign of modernity because it has been stripped of content and only
stands for itself. But to al-Tahtawi, Arab figures are keys to modernity
because they demonstrate Arabo-Islamic culture’s ability to incorporate
foreign concepts into a familiar idiom. Ultimately, chapter 3 uses dialec-
tics to move toward an intercultural interpretation of the arabesque and
its relationship to national identity politics.

The first three chapters mark a trajectory of abstraction that culminates
in Poe’s arabesque, a figure that evacuates material Arabs and Arabo-
Islamic culture from the image of the Arab. The birth of an indigenous
form of American Islam (the Moorish Science Temple) and the nascent
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stirrings of an Arab American literary community (the mahjar), however,
produce American arabesques that attempt to establish the material reality
of Arab American and Islamic American identity. In the final two chap-
ters, tropes of Arabness are reengineered to create subversive narratives
of American belonging that nonetheless borrow their logic of representa-
tion from mainstream national fantasies. The arabesques that come under
scrutiny in these final two chapters make manifest the racial and spatial
reversals latent in the arabesques examined in the first three chapters.
Nineteenth-century American arabesques contain anxious explorations
of a potential America, an America that is multicultural, cosmopolitan,
racially diverse, and internationally contextualized. In the figures of the
American Moor and the Arab migrant, these potentialities are embraced,
elaborated, and discursively instantiated.

Muslim identity provided disenfranchised American citizens, such as
black Americans, with a counternode to European culture and cultural
hegemony. As certain black uplift leaders pointed out, the Muslim is not
only victimized by history but is also a historical victor, evidenced by the
prominent histories of Egyptian Empire, Meccan revelation, and Islamic
conquest. The founder of the Moorish Science Temple, Noble Drew Ali,
tweaked nineteenth-century white Orientalist discourses on the Moor’s
in-between status to take rhetorical advantage of these counternodal pos-
sibilities. Drew Ali disclaims “Negro” and white identity alike in favor of
a Moorish racial identity that draws on Arabo-Islamic history, references,
and icons. The fiction of Moorish ancestry allowed Drew Ali to insist on
a continuum between blackness and Americanness that was literal but
rhetorically difficult to establish. Placing his community in the figurative
position of Moor, Drew Ali reconceived the Middle Passage in terms of
black triumph, conquest, and historical tradition rather than in terms of
exploitation and memory loss.

The category of Muslim created by New World Islam prophets such
as Drew Ali has very little to do with Islam. Instead, early black Ameri-
can Muslims were figural Muslims, modernist creations that borrowed
references to the Arab and Islamic world to forge a new black American
modality. Drew Ali’s national fantasy of Moorish identity spoke to the real
material and psychological needs of his community in particular and the
rhetorical goals of black uplift discourse more generally. But his vision was
not shared by all, and his categorization of black identity as Moorish came
under perpetual duress from black uplift leaders who viewed him as a rad-
ical and/or a charlatan. Nevertheless, Drew Ali used the figure of the Moor
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to establish a counter American National Symbolic. Rewriting American
historiography from the perspective of the Moor, Drew Ali rejected the
elective model of national identity that the rhetoric of the Declaration of
Independence had promised but never delivered on for people of color.
Instead he turned toward an alternate form of nationalism, one that had
resonance with the Anglo-Saxonist primordial-descent model of national
identity that had justified American slavery, had driven America’s west-
ward expansion, and was to inform the restrictive American immigration
laws passed in the 1920s. Mirroring the way that nineteenth-century white
Orientalist discourse used the Orient as a screen to project national nar-
ratives and to configure New World racial hierarchies, Drew Ali used the
figure of the Moor to establish a narrative of black American nativity and
historical privilege.

The rhetorical reversal of a white American discourse on race is directly
evident in Drew Ali’s handling of the story of Ham. “Old man Cush and
his family are the first inhabitants of Africa who came from the land of
Canaan,” relates Drew Ali’s Circle Seven Koran. “His father Ham and his
family were second.™ Used throughout the antebellum period by racist
apologists and proslavery advocates, the Biblical story of Ham had been
marshaled as a defense of slavery for many years in American discourse.
Drew Ali uses the Hamitic legacy in his Koran to ground the “lost-found”
nation of American blacks in a locatable space and time, one that had been
stripped from them by the experience of slavery. “What your ancient fore-
fathers were,” the Circle Seven Koran reads, “you are today without doubt
or contradiction” (47:10). Drew Ali’s Koran specifically challenges a his-
tory of American slavery, with its attendant erasure of historical memory,
cultural identity, and a sense of homeland with a figure, Ham, associated
with the justification of slavery. Through Ham, Drew Ali makes a direct
claim on historical continuity for the African diaspora in America. Ham
is just one of many North African figures that early twentieth-century
black uplift leaders “-esqued” to create an aesthetics of black pride.

Chapter 4 examines the representation of Arabs, Islam, and Arabo-
Islamic culture in early twentieth-century black uplift discourses. Bor-
rowed from a Claude McKay poem about Morocco, the term barbaresque
describes black intellectuals’ aesthetic engagement with North Africa,
as well as with the narratives of African American empowerment these
engagements produced. The chapter centers on the birth of the Moorish
Science Temple; its founder, Drew Ali; and his New Age religious text,
The Circle Seven Koran. Drew Ali’s co-option of Moorish identity, Islamic
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history, and Moroccan nationality is contextualized by discourses sur-
rounding the New Negro and the Harlem Renaissance. In particular,
chapter 4 examines W. E. B. DuBois’s and McKay’s treatments of Arabo-
Islamic culture, as well as the coverage of the Moors in the black press. The
chapter argues that the variations in these different writers’ representation
of Arabs, Islam, and Morocco speak directly to central debates in black
uplift discourse about the politics of respectability, as well as to key class
divides between the talented-tenth and street-level black-empowerment
movements. Barbaresques ultimately could be mobilized for either spiri-
tual or secular discourses on black identity, and charting their uses in the
first decades of the twentieth century reveals how intraethnic class and
religious reconciliation were often sacrificed on the alter of interethnic
racial reconciliation. However variously interpreted, though, barbaresques
opened a third space of identity. Through barbaresques, black intellectu-
als splintered the limiting binaries of black/white, African/American, and
savage/civilized and created new subject positions as well as new collective
histories.

The first Arab American novelist, Ameen Rihani, also retranslated
tropes of Arabo-Islamic identity familiar from nineteenth-century Amer-
ican literature to create a narrative of American continuity for a diaspora
group, Arab migrants to the New World. In his modernist novel The Book
of Khalid, Rihani invents a plot that mirrors the contact narratives dis-
cussed in the first two chapters. The novel begins with a description of
an image that the faux editors of the “discovered” novel have found on
the inside jacket of The Book of Khalid, an image “represent[ing] a New
York skyscraper in the shape of a Pyramid.™ With a healthy dose of
humor, Rihani migrates his Syrian hero through a number of archetypal
American identities before finally allowing him to realize his Arab des-
tiny. The relationship between America and the Arab world established
in nineteenth-century literature is reversed as the United States appears
as the contact zone and Arab identity is consolidated through projections
of images of America. Ultimately Rihani reads Western romantic litera-
ture’s representation of Arabs contrapuntally to create a vision of pan-
Arab political representation, “The United States of Arabia,” modeled on
the United States.

Chapter 5 concentrates on the emergence of Arab American literary
self-representation by moving through a historiography of Arab migra-
tion to America and toward an analysis of Rihani’s literary and political
writings. As a first-generation Arab American, Rihani inherited the canon
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of representation that American Arabesque details. His re-formation of
that canon provides invaluable insight into the human ligatures connect-
ing the experience of American immigration and the geist of Arab lib-
eralism that ultimately found expression in the early twentieth-century
pan-Arabia movement. Positioned at the headwaters of an indigenous
Arab intellectual reawakening, the nahdah, and a migrant Arab politi-
cal consciousness, the mahjar, Rihani articulates a vision of Arab identity
that embraces arabesque self-representation as a form of empowerment.
Rihani’s figure of the Arab is built from both Arab and American literary
traditions. The fictional editors in The Book of Khalid describe the novel as
a “weaving” where “the material is of such a mixture that here and there
the raw silk of Syria is often spun with the cotton and wool of America”
(v). The book ends, however, not with Khalid’s successful immigration to
America but rather with his migration across the globe and eventually to
the Arabian Desert. Rihani’s goal is the formation of a pan-Arab identity
that self-consciously blends Orient and Occident, modern and traditional,
Islamic and Christian, America and Arabia to create mahjar or migrant
identity. Rihani’s use of literary logic to make arguments for the political
recognition of Arabs provides a salient historical example of one man’s
belief in the power of figural representation to change the material world.
In closing this introduction, I want to acknowledge that this book is
a first step, not a last word. Now more than ever before, Arabs, Muslims,
and Arab Americans are part of the national conversation about what
constitutes American identity. Now more than ever before, scholars of
American Studies have an opportunity to enter that conversation. This
book provides a history of American representation of Arabs, Muslims,
and Arab Americans as well as a history of these groups’ efforts at self-
representation. In this sense, American Arabesque insists that current dis-
cussions about the relationship between being American and being Arab
have significant nineteenth-century antecedents. But beyond its genealog-
ical function, American Arabesque challenges us to recognize that Arabs,
real and imagined, have always been part of American culture. Repre-
sentations of the Arab have always influenced the way U.S. citizens have
defined their “unique” national identity. The aesthetic sensibilities a cul-
ture produces and the market tastes these productions respond to provide
invaluable information about how communities define themselves as dis-
crete entities, as well as how they negotiate those definitions. This book is
an examination of a particular kind of American aesthetic production, the
image of the Arab in the long nineteenth century. The Arab immigrant,
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as well as the second-, third-, or fourth-generation Arab American, who
reads these pages will recognize, I hope, his or her own story vibrating
within the narrative of American race, nation, and literature that this
book details. The larger point, though, is to demonstrate how profoundly
provisional, contextual, and fluid all American identities are—how these
identities, like figures of the Arab, are themselves aesthetic placeholders
that translate imaginaries into realities and back again and back again in
what we might call an arabesque pattern.



The Barbarous Voice of Democracy

For pre-Revolution settlers, tales of Indian captivity dra-
matized the stakes in the American experiment.! They also dovetailed
generically with themes familiar from Barbary captivity narratives writ-
ten by Europeans.” After the Revolutionary War, however, American
citizens began writing their own accounts of Barbary captivity. White,
working-class sailors who claimed no literary skill or pretension to fame
produced the majority of postnational Barbary captivity narratives.
These accounts were often circulated in support of subscription drives
for ransom. Beyond the material support Barbary captivity narratives
provided for actual slaves in Africa, the genre was clearly also a source
of entertainment and intrigue for American readers. According to Paul
Baepler, “Although the Barbary captivity narrative in English existed for
more than three centuries, it caught the attention of United States readers
primarily during the first half of the nineteenth century. Between John
Foss’s 1798 narrative and the numerous printings of James Riley’s 1817
account, . .. American publishers issued over a hundred American Bar-
bary captivity editions.™

Stories of American bondage in North Africa exploited the language of
freedom that had inspired the American Revolution. But these stories also
challenged the meaning of that freedom and, by extension, critiqued the
presence of slavery in the United States. In other words, Barbary contact
narratives exposed new citizens to literary images of bondage that reso-
nated both with the unifying rhetoric of Revolution and with the divisive
rhetoric of abolition. Of course, in Barbary, the roles of African slave and
white American were reversed. Nevertheless, captives translated Barbary
referents into American tropes of identity. Barbary types such as Turks,
Arabs, and Moors allowed Federal-era readers to negotiate American
racial classifications, the limits of American democratic inclusion, and
ultimately the fantasy of America’s exceptional difference through exotic
proxies.

31
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In the polyglot, polyethnic, and polytheist society that was the turn-
of-the-nineteenth-century Barbary world, U.S. citizens encountered
an Ottoman Empire whose racial stratifications, practices of slavery,
and imperial aspirations served as both a model for the new nation and
a threat to that nation’s sense of identity. Through the figure of the cap-
tive, writers in the Federal era explored the continuum and the difference
between Barbary and America. In particular, the claims for repatriation
enunciated by American-citizen captives in a foreign land are based on an
anxious recognition of their country’s need to litigate the domestic rela-
tionship between master and slave. In turn, the language of national iden-
tification spoken by these captives often recognizes the citizenship rights
of American “others.” Contact with Barbary did not consolidate the rela-
tion between whiteness and U.S. citizenship but rather troubled that rela-
tion with specters of American multiculturalism. In the pages that follow,
I examine why North Africa was then and continues to be now an integral
semantic space for the expression of American values and ultimately the
definition of U.S. national identity.

I begin with an examination of how and why the discourse surround-
ing North African captivity at the turn of the nineteenth century created
literary configurations linking the United States and Barbary. American
captives juxtaposed the spatially and culturally unique sites of America
and North Africa, creating a range of imagined relations between white-
ness and blackness, Christianity and Islam, democracy and despotism.
Focusing largely on the firsthand account of captivity provided by James
Leander Cathcart, I recover the intercultural dialectic that translates
descriptions of Barbary bondage into discursive instantiations of Ameri-
can freedom, democracy, and social mobility. I use the phrase barbarous
voice of democracy to describe the articulation of Barbary referents and
references into enunciations of American patriotic values.

Next I place Cathcart’s language of American patriotism within the
context of a turn-of-the nineteenth-century transatlantic discourse on
revolution, empire, and Napoleon. This transatlantic discourse sheds light
on Cathcart’s unique brand of cosmopolitanism, revealing the relation-
ship between his ruminations on American patriotism while a captive in
Barbary and his ruminations on American patriotism years later while
serving as a U.S. government agent in the Louisiana Territory. Despite
their obvious geographical separation, the physical spaces of Barbary
and Louisiana, I argue, are treated with ideological continuity in Cath-
cart’s writings. Both are spatially chaotic and historically abject, and both
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have the potential to be cultivated into the smooth spatio-temporality
of empire. Cathcart’s America is a mobile concept more than it is a geo-
graphically bounded space. But whether he is in Barbary or Louisiana,
Cathcart’s idealized vision of a coherent and culturally homogeneous
America is constantly harassed by the multicultural and multilinguistic
reality of the literal landscapes he surveys.

Cathcart’s writings provide a particularly intimate account of the ten-
sion between the cosmopolitan and the local in Federal-era American
national identity politics, but they also resonate with the writings of the
Arab historian Abd al-Rahman al-Jabbarti. Al-Jabbarti wrote several
accounts of Napoleon’s invasion of Egypt. Each wrestles with tensions
between the cosmopolitan and the local, and each confronts Enlighten-
ment rhetoric with Arabo-Islamic values. Al-Jabbarti wrote his history
in 1798, the same year a newly emancipated Cathcart was appointed spe-
cial diplomatic agent to William Eaton in Tunis. The French occupation
of Egypt that al-Jabbarti details ended in 1801, the same year Cathcart
took an active role in recruiting Hamet Karamanelli out of Egypt and
into the Libyan Desert to fight for the U.S. cause in the War with Tripoli.
A month after the Mameluke sword exchange between Karamanelli and
the U.S. Marines took place in 1805, the Albanian janissary Muhammad
Ali seized power in Egypt, filling the vacuum left by the departed French.
Ali came to be known as the founder of modern Egypt for his military,
technological, and cultural reforms. In 1811, while Cathcart was still serv-
ing in the Mediterranean as U.S. consul in Madeira, Ali exterminated the
Mamelukes forever in a famous massacre at the Citadel in Cairo. In 1819,
while Ali was consolidating his hold on Egypt through cultural exchanges
with France, Cathcart ventured into the Louisiana swamp on a mission
to locate available timber resources from which to rebuild the U.S. Navy
after the War of 1812.

Though certainly situated in distinct cultural milieus, Cathcart and
al-Jabbarti are historical contemporaries. Both of them chronicle the
historical forces that connect Europe, America, and North Africa in the
Age of Revolution. Yet they come to quite disparate assessments of revolu-
tion’s rhetorical meaning. In al-Jabbarti’s account of the meeting between
Western culture and Arabo-Islamic culture, the Enlightenment termi-
nology undergirding Cathcart’s patriotic values undergoes the rigors of
the Arabo-Islamic interpretive method. Juxtaposing Cathcart’s and al-
Jabbarti’s respective views on the encounter between West and East in the
Age of Revolution productively challenges the assumptions inherent in
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Enlightenment cosmopolitanism and gestures toward what Rajagopalan
Radhakrishnan has theorized as a reciprocal defamiliarization.* As Susan
Stanford Friedman puts it, discussing Radhakrishnan’s work, “recipro-
cal defamiliarization unravels the self-other opposition that reproduces
systems of epistemological dominance.” Both Cathcart and al-Jabbarti
struggle to reconcile cultural incommensurability and ultimately fail, but
in their struggles they point to the possibility for reconstituting a mean-
ingful dialogue between American and Arabo-Islamic intellectual tradi-
tions based precisely on what is unknowable.

I end the chapter by examining the legacy of American contact with
Barbary and the literature it produces. Barbary referents were vehicles for
Federal-era American writers who wanted to express the tenor of national
identity. Decontextualized and culturally orphaned, these Barbary vehi-
cles acquired specifically American meanings that spoke to specifically
American questions of national identity. In particular, I demonstrate
the role that tropes and metaphors of Arabness play in ameliorating the
impasses between the rhetoric of American freedom and equality and
the U.S. government’s exclusionary practices. The racially, socially, and
sexually fluid figure of the captive is a rhetorical lynchpin in the trans-
formation of particularistic American versions of democracy into univer-
sal expressions of freedom and equality. In turn, tropes and metaphors of
Arabness provide conduits between captivity and freedom that symboli-
cally code the passage as a movement from darkness into whiteness, from
savagery into civilization, and from foreignness into American citizen-
ship. As a symbol of national identification, the captive universalizes the
reach of American values, but the movement from captivity to freedom
is only accomplished by tropes that reparticularize those values. None-
theless, a recovery of the intercultural dialectics that inform these tropes
reveals alternate national imaginaries that American writers throughout
the nineteenth century continued to explore through figures of the Arab.

A Dirty Cosmopolitan

During James Leander Cathcart’s eleven years as a captive in Barbary
(1785-1796), he maintained a lively correspondence with many of the most
influential players in the new American republic’s government. His col-
lected papers attest to both his deep involvement in the protracted nego-
tiations for the release of the American slaves held with him in Algiers
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and his abiding desire to have his efforts preserved for history in the most
flattering possible light. On more than several occasions in his personal
papers, he emphatically points to “proof” of his patriotic service, includ-
ing a mention of a letter from the Swedish counsel in Algiers, Mr. Skol-
debrand, in which, Cathcart says, “he acknowledges my success and
hopes I may enjoy the gratitude of my country.” That gratitude was far
from forthcoming, and Cathcart complained to his dying day of the debts
(financial and otherwise) his country had left unpaid. One of these com-
plaints appears in a sardonic note Cathcart scribbled at the bottom of
a letter John Quincy Adams wrote to him in 1822. In the letter, Quincy
Adams apologizes about a government position the former secretary of
state was unable to wrangle for the former captive. Cathcart’s handwrit-
ten comment reads, “I am left in my old age with a family of ten children
unprovided for, not withstanding that I am master of the French, Spanish,
Portuguese and Italian languages, God’s will be done!!!””

Cathcart saw himself by experience and training to be a perfect rep-
resentative of the young, cosmopolitan republic. That experience and
training were acquired during the time he spent in the Mediterranean as
both captive and diplomat. “One article ought to be added to our Con-
stitution,” Cathcart wrote to then secretary of state Timothy Pickering
in April 1800, “viz.: No person should be eligible to be a candidate for
the Presidency of the United States before they reside six months in Bar-
bary.”® Cathcart’s cosmopolitanism was not cultivated in school, honed
in high-society fetes, or spoken in refined phrases. Rather, it was the
product of years spent abroad as a captive, a sailor, and a tavern owner.
Cathcart spoke a brand of what I am calling dirty cosmopolitanism,® a
bottom-up universalism informed by the experience of slavery, dispos-
session, and exile.”

Born in Ireland in 1767, Cathcart joined the American Revolution at
twelve years of age in 1779 and spent time in a British prisoner-of-war ship
(which he escaped in 1782) before being captured off the coast of Algiers
in 1785. The Spanish that Cathcart learned as an English captive served
him well in Barbary, where he eventually climbed to the highest position
a slave could hold in Algiers, secretary to the Dey. As secretary, Cathcart
(having learned Arabic, Turkish, and Lingua Franca) acted as an inter-
mediary between U.S. diplomats and Algerian government officials. Upon
his release from Barbary captivity, Cathcart was appointed U.S. consul to
Tripoli, and it was in that capacity that he suggested Hamet Karamanelli
to General William Eaton as an “instrument” (Eaton’s turn of phrase) that
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America could utilize in its 1801-1805 War with Tripoli. By every means
possible, honorable and dishonorable, Cathcart had managed to parlay
Barbary captivity into a small if fleeting fortune (ample enough to buy the
ship that sailed him home from North Africa) and ultimately into a career
as a U.S. diplomat.

Immigrant, citizen, war veteran, slave, diplomat, avowed patriot, and
inveterate critic of a nation he served in the Atlantic, in the Mediterra-
nean, and on the Mississippi River, Cathcart left a body of writing filled
with opinions that were largely ignored by his more influential contempo-
raries. This writing includes a closet Barbary captivity narrative published
over a hundred years after its completion, diplomatic correspondences
regarding the War with Tripoli that were more often than not dismissed
as filled with prejudiced advice, and a government-sponsored survey of
the Louisiana Territory that was promptly lost for close to half a century.
Whatever his personal shortcomings, Cathcart participated in and pro-
vided copious comment on most of the major international events of the
Federal era, including the Revolutionary War, the War with Tripoli, and
the Louisiana Purchase.”

A consistent theme in Cathcart’s writing is the struggle to manifest
an idealized America defined by freedom, democracy, equality, transpar-
ency, and civilized order. This struggle is captured for Cathcart in both
explicit and implicit comparisons between Barbary and the United States.
When Cathcart first arrives in Barbary as a slave, he describes the coun-
try’s landscape through a reference to American settlement. “The country
except in their gardens and plantations which are all walled in, resembling
the first settlements in America [i]s entirely uncultivated.™ Cultivation,
of course, was an operative metaphor of early American nation building,
one found repeatedly in Thomas Jefferson’s Notes on the State of Virginia,
for instance. “I repeat it again,” Jefferson wrote, “cultivators of the earth
are the most virtuous and independent citizens.” In Jefferson’s political
economy, natural right and natural reason are literally “cultivated” by the
free citizen’s relationship to the soil. Jefferson believed that heterogene-
ity was a threat to this political ideal of cultivation. Speaking of potential
American citizens who hail from foreign countries ruled by the monar-
chies that are the antithesis of natural right and natural reason, Jefferson
argues, “These principles, with their language, they will transmit to their
children. In proportion to their numbers, they will share with us the leg-
islation.” He continues, “They will infuse into it their spirit, warp and bias
its direction, and render it a heterogeneous, incoherent, distracted mass.”*
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For Jefferson, American soil is a key component of national identifi-
cation, but for Cathcart, American values can be cultivated almost any-
where. As a Barbary slave, Cathcart commented repeatedly on the poten-
tial of the landscape for commercial exploitation, if the population could
only be given an enlightened government. “If this country was blessed
with a good government which would promote the welfare of its subjects
and encourage agriculture, arts and manufactures,” Cathcart writes of
Algiers, “it would become in a very few years a perfect paradise; it would
also become a commercial nation of considerable import and from a ‘Den
of Thieves,” which it is now at present, it would rank among the civilized
nations of the earth” (Captives, 88-89). Cathcart is certainly engaging in
what we might call prospective colonialism, but he is also registering a
more universal perspective on cultivation than Jefferson. Algiers, as well
as America, can be cultivated and become a “perfect paradise.” The for-
mula is much the same: enlightened, progressive governance that creates
order out of chaos. To cultivate Algiers would be to bring it not only social
order but also historical order. Thus, if cultivated, Algiers would enter his-
torical time and be counted among the “civilized nations of the earth.”

The problem with Algerian society, in Cathcart’s view, is that it lacks
the progressive and homogeneous flow of time he associates with “civi-
lized nations.” This lack of order is nowhere more apparent in Algerian
society than in the business sector. Cathcart, describing the slave prison,
or Bagnio, where he owns a bar, complains:

The jingling of chains adds horror to this dismal dungeon beyond conception,
which with the stench and unnatural imprecations and blasphemy of some of
its miserable inhabitants, makes it really a perfect pandemonium. I will now
proceed to describe this receptacle of human misery. ... They are perfectly
dark and in the day are illuminated with lamps, and when full of drunken
Turks, Moors, Arabs, Christians, and now and then a Jew or two . .. forms
the most disgusting “Coup de Oeil” that can be imagined, . . . the place filled
with smoke of tobacco which renders objects nearly impervious to the view,
some wrangling with the tavern keepers for more liquor and refusing to pay
for it, that upon the whole it must resemble the infernal regions more than
any other place in the known world, especially when they frequently quarrel
with themselves and proceed to blows and even murder often takes place in
those receptacles of vice and immorality, which generally occasions the tav-
ern keeper to lose all his property as the tavern is seized by the Regency and
the tavern keeper sent to hard labor. (Captives, 126)
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The antithesis of Enlightenment space, the Barbary Bagnio is a perfect
“pandemonium” instead of a “perfect paradise.” This pandemonium
obscures clear vision but also impedes commercial order and due process.
The mixtures precipitated by the Bagnio space are not only unwholesome;
they are violently disruptive. The vision of chaos inherent in Cathcart’s
portrayal of the slave tavern within the prison suggests the captive’s sus-
picions about the limits of multiculturalism. Cathcart’s reaction to the
cacophony of cultures mingled in the Bagnio reinforces, by contrast, the
importance of homogeneity in creating “civilized nations.” The passage
also suggests that Jefferson’s trepidations about the incoherency of a het-
erogeneous society were shared by other new American citizens. Appro-
priately enough, Cathcart names the tavern the “Mad House.” If Ameri-
cans fail to manage the relationship between the country’s various con-
stituent racial and religious elements, Cathcart implies, American society
runs the risk of becoming similarly chaotic. Ethnic, racial, cultural, reli-
gious, and linguistic difference are all challenges to the spatio-temporal
homogeneity of Cathcart’s idealized community. Applying the language
of Revolutionary American values to the social and racial reality of Bar-
bary produces images that often reflect the barbarous potential of Amer-
ica as much as they project the potential of a cultivated North Africa.

The experience of enslavement in Barbary elicits, from Cathcart, a
reinforcement of the Enlightenment values of order, progress, clarity, and
transparency. Though these enlightened values are what distinguishes
American society from Barbary society, Cathcart marks them not as pecu-
liar or peculiarly beneficial to American democracy but rather as univer-
sal and universally beneficial. However, contact with Barbary also forces
Cathcart to confront the particular claims of American identity. Barbary,
in other words, provides Cathcart a screen through which to negotiate the
meaning of America. This negotiation is evident in Cathcart’s translation
of his Barbary captivity back into an American discourse on freedom and
bondage.

Is it possible . . . an exile forever from my dear, but cruel Patria...?...O!
America, could you see the miserable situation of your citizens in captiv-
ity, who have shed their blood to secure you the liberty you now possess
and enjoy: . .. you are the first that set the example to the world, to shake
off the yoke of tyranny, to expel despotism and injustice from the face of
the earth. The negroes have even had a share in your deliberations, and
have reaped the benefits arising from your wise and wholesome laws and
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regulations. . .. Have we sold our birthright? Are we excluded without
cause from the privileges enjoyed indiscriminately by our lowest class of
citizens? (Captives, 143-44)

In this passage, the appeal to the universal values of “civilized nations” is
abandoned for the particular historical claim a U.S. citizen can make on
his or her country. Eight years to the day after his initial captivity, Cath-
cart uses a journal entry to chide his country for neglecting its obliga-
tion to the citizens who fought in America’s struggle for independence.
Invocating the tone of a jeremiad, Cathcart reverses the Middle Passage,
turning it into a white slave’s journal of African captivity. The captive’s
voice, split between devotion and reprimand, calls forth from across the
Atlantic, back to his unique Patria.

The figure of the captive appears in Cathcart’s writing as a test case
of the connection between the rhetoric of American Revolution and the
actions of the new U.S. government. Patriotism depends on the abstrac-
tion of the individual into the collective idea of the nation. But if the
nation fails to live up to its ideals, the bond between individual and col-
lective that underpins national identity is broken. Read together with his
description of the Mad House slave tavern, Cathcart’s patriotic lamenta-
tion suggests two things: that a government’s ability to deliver Enlighten-
ment values such as justice, order, and due process to its citizens is what
distinguishes “civilized nations” from Barbary pandemonium and that
the U.S. government’s ability to deliver freedom to its citizens is what dis-
tinguishes it from other “civilized nations.” In this formula, the U.S. gov-
ernment’s relationship to the exile, the captive, the prisoner, and the slave
is central to expressions of the national fantasy of America.

“Have we sold our birthright?” Cathcart asks rhetorically, comparing
the Barbary captive’s situation not with the chosen Jacob but rather with
the defrauded Esau. The story of Isaac’s sons had deep significance for the
many Federal-era Americans who identified with Israelites and thus with
Jacob’s lineage. Cathcart’s point is that the American government’s indif-
ference to the Barbary captive’s plight has transformed these American
citizens into figurative Ishmaelites instead of figurative Israelites. Asso-
ciated both literally and typologically with Ishmael, Esau represents an
alternative condition of American exile, one that challenges a tradition
that embraces the lineage of the exiled Israelites.” Instead of clever and
blessed Jacob, Cathcart identifies the Barbary captive with brutish and
shunned Esau. As a figure, Esau rhetorically opens a space in Cathcart’s
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jeremiad for recognition of “other” Americans, specifically those who had
been disenfranchised by the typological fathers of America’s new cove-
nant. Expressing his claims for repatriation from the position of captivity
ultimately forces Cathcart and other captives to identify with various sub-
altern positions in the United States.

However, Cathcart’s identification with American “otherness” is far
from unambiguous in its democratic intentions. Though the journal entry
mentions democratic values such as “shar[ing]” and liberal values such as
“wholesome laws and regulations,” it remains entirely unclear how Cath-
cart is configuring the relationship between race, freedom, and citizen-
ship. As the lowest class, “negroes” are still hierarchically inscribed in a
democratic system that putatively eschews hierarchies. Furthermore, it is
uncertain whether Cathcart is referring to the “privileges enjoyed” by free
men and women of color or whether he is referring to slaves whom he
rhetorically positions as free. Neither group had full citizenship rights in
America. Nevertheless, the Barbary milieu forces Cathcart to reimagine
an America in which the social justice claims of African slaves are recog-
nized, even if they are marked as the “lowest class of citizens.”

The relationship between America and North Africa established
through captivity is peculiar to Barbary contact literature. But the racial
reversals inherent in Barbary enslavement also index the porous categories
of identification that have always been part of the captivity genre in Amer-
ican letters. As Chris Castiglia argues in the context of female narratives
of Indian captivity, “crossing cultures forced white women to question
the constitutive binaries of civilized and savage, free and captured, Chris-
tian and pagan, race and nation, on which their identities were based.”™®
Barbary slavery provides white, working-class sailors, such as Cathcart,
with a set of experiences that reflect back onto the incompleteness of the
Revolutionary War in the United States. These experiences produce medi-
tations on the injustice still extant in the idealized nation, meditations in
which the Barbary captive’s sympathies often extend to forms of Ameri-
can victimization that cut across “constitutive binaries.” In cutting across
the “constitutive binaries” that defined their American identity, some of
these captives redefined America not as a culturally homogeneous nation
moving through historically homogeneous time but rather as a multicul-
tural nation in which people experienced historical time quite differently
because of their freedom or lack of it.

Barbary captivity narratives provide a literary forum in which suffering
white, male, American citizens ventriloquize the sufferings of nonwhite,
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male, American “others.” No captive spoke the syncretic language of
equality more eloquently than the oft-maligned and perpetually ignored
Cathcart. Far from the Enlightenment model of a statesman, Cathcart
was often coarse and opinionated, as well as replete with a set of preju-
dices nurtured during half a lifetime spent negotiating the intricacies of
power and influence in the Mediterranean. However, the captive-turned-
diplomat’s linguistic skills and range of contact with foreign cultures
made him acutely sensitive to the multiphonic demands of freedom to be
heard throughout the transatlantic world and its Mediterranean seam. As
a result, Cathcart charts intercultural equivalencies that often challenge
the dichotomies between America and Barbary, as well as between Chris-
tian and Muslim, that are found in many other captivity narratives.”

Tucked between Cathcart’s letters to and from John Adams, Thomas
Jefferson, James Madison, and Timothy Pickering is a yellowing and brit-
tle scrap of foolscap (figures 3 and 4) with cursive writing on both sides.
On the front upper half, above some rough numerical calculations, is the
note, in Cathcart’s hand, “Mohammadan prayer as learned by all Ren-
egades” (converts to Islam), coupled with the suggestive comment, “this
had like to have been a serious affair for me on July 25th, 1793.”® In Bar-
bary captivity narratives, the Renegado, a religious and cultural apostate,
is a reviled figure. The temptation of “taking the turban” is one Cathcart
explains and dismisses in his own captivity narrative. Yet his private notes
display a fierce curiosity about the Renegado. On the back of the docu-
ment is Cathcart’s transliteration of the “Mohammadan” prayer from Lin-
gua Franca into English.

The events of July 25 that Cathcart references cryptically in his note are
documented more thoroughly near the end of The Captives, his posthu-
mously published account of Barbary slavery. The “serious affair” Cath-
cart mentions evolves out of a confrontation he has with a Muslim sher-
iff (descendant of the Prophet Muhammad). On the day in question, the
Muslim sheriff demands the “infidel” Cathcart vacate the seat he is occu-
pying in the Mad House to let a “true believer” sit. Cathcart’s response
to this charge diplomatically employs both Arabic and English, as well as
references to Arabo-Islamic and American cultural values.

As far as being without faith I believe in the faith of my forefathers (la illah,
ila Allah), there is no God but the true God. But as I was not born in the
same country that you was, I have not been taught the symbol of your faith,
but I know it. You say “la illah, ila Allah wa Mahomed Arasule Allah, there
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Figure 3. James Leander Cathcart, note, dated July 25, 1793. From James
Leander Cathcart Papers, Manuscripts Division, Stephen A. Schwartzman
Building, New York Public Library.
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Figure 4. James Leander Cathcart, note, “Renegado” conversion oath. From
James Leander Cathcart Papers, Manuscripts Division, Stephen A. Schwartz-
man Building, New York Public Library.
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is no God but the true God and Mohammed is his prophet.” I do not know
Mohammed as a prophet, but I believe him to have been a very great law
giver, who converted millions of idolators and induced them to worship the
only true God, as I do. (Captives, 146)

In an adroit rhetorical move, Cathcart recites the shahada, the profession
of the Islamic creed, to establish his faith in Islam, if not his Islamic faith.
It is an act of syncretism, not synthesis. Cathcart believes in the “only true
God,” as Muslims do, but he reserves the right to give that God a name
that hinges on cultural context. By affirming his faith in both Allah and
the God of Christianity in a single breath, Cathcart references the reli-
gious claims of two distinct languages of cultural identity without eclips-
ing either one’s particularity. Cathcart translates the Arabic meaning
into English but lets the transliterated Arabic words remain on the page
for his reader, gesturing toward their ultimate incommensurability with
English.”

Taken at face value, the intercultural equivalencies Cathcart establishes
through his knowledge of the Arabic language, Islamic history, and the
Mediterranean Lingua Franca (in which the conversation must have taken
place) indicate his belief in a common morality, but not one that erases
cultural particularity. Cathcart’s response to the sheriff’s absolutist dis-
tinction between Muslim faith and Christian infidelity suggests a contin-
uum between the two religions rather than a binary distinction. Cathcart
provides a model of universal history that binds disparate global events
(the advent of Christianity, the advent of Islam) in a common narrative
of progress toward enlightenment (converting “idolators”). This intercul-
tural language presents Arabo-Islamic and American-Christian identities
as modulations of representation, not essential opposites.

Interestingly enough, though, the words Cathcart chooses to defend
himself against the charge of “infidel” in his captivity narrative are not
the same words he writes on the back of his reference to the event of July
25 in his scrap notes. What is written on the back of the scrap note is Cath-
cart’s transliteration of the Lingua Franca oath of allegiance that the Bar-
bary convert to Islam takes, an oath that begins with the al-Fatihah, or
the opening words of the first chapter of the Quran: “In the name of God,
the Compassionate and the Merciful—praise be upon Him.” These words
traditionally preface any task a faithful Muslim undertakes and are writ-
ten at the beginning of almost any Islamically coded piece of literature.
However, they are not the Islamic creed, nor does reciting them constitute
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an orthodox form of conversion. The verbatim Islamic creed that Cathcart
recites in The Captives does not appear in the Renegado conversion man-
tra. Instead the Renegado mantra combines various snatches of Islami-
cally coded phraseology.

Is Cathcart establishing a rough approximation between the Renega-
do’s oath of conversion and the orthodox Muslim oath of conversion? Is
he making a subtle distinction between his own, “accurate,” knowledge of
Islam and the inaccurate knowledge possessed by the Renegado, a distinc-
tion that would be apparent only to a person with knowledge of Arabo-
Islamic history and the Arabic language? Or is he retranslating the Ren-
egado oath to consciously craft a scene in which orthodox Arabo-Islamic
identity and orthodox American-Christian identity mirror each other? Is
he, in other words, choosing to juxtapose orthodox Islam and orthodox
Christianity for an American reader? If so, why?

The Barbary experience produces a language of democratic identifica-
tion with American “others” that depends on a moral universality that
exceeds particularistic cultural and individual contexts.** The claim to
justice that Cathcart fashions out of the Mad House confrontation with
a Muslim sheriff, as well as through the “dear, but cruel Patria” lament, is
spoken in a barbarous voice of democracy. It is a voice enunciated from
the position of the slave who demands the same rights as the master. It is
a voice that uses syncretism to transform heterodoxies and heterogene-
ities into shared cultural values. Cathcart’s captivity narrative channels
a dirty cosmopolitan ethics that informs his model of universal morality.
Herein reside the multilingual possibilities of the vocabulary of freedom
that emerges from American contact with Barbary.

The Barbarous Voice of Democracy

Forced into the position of the disenfranchised, many of the American
sailors in Barbary captivity addressed the gap between the social fantasy
of American freedom and democracy and the reality of continuing Amer-
ican slavery and dispossession.” In this sense, Barbary acted as a contact
zone that pushed white American captives, and those who read about
them, toward identification with the plight of African slaves in America.
The captivity of white citizens changed the terms of the discourse on free-
dom and bondage in America. Revolutionary slogans about the meta-
phorical slavery of American colonists were replaced in newspaper print,
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magazine articles, and subscription drives with tales of the literal slavery
of American citizens.** Accounts of captivity in Barbary created dialectics
between the African slavery of white Americans and the American slavery
of Africans. In the spirit of dialectics, the two slaveries were used to exam-
ine and compare the two cultures from which they emanated, often dis-
cursively collapsing the supposed differences between civilized America
and barbarous North Africa. As the Barbary captive William Ray put it,
“Petty despotism is not confined alone to Barbary’s execrated and pirati-
cal shores; but the base and oppressive treatment can be experienced from
officers of the American, as well as the British and other navies.” In some
instances, dialectical considerations of slavery were used to rhetorically
transform America into Barbary and Barbary into America. The title of
Lewis Clarke’s 1846 account of American slavery testifies to the rhetorical
power of this inversion: Narrative of the Sufferings of Lewis Clarke, dur-
ing a Captivity of More than Twenty-Five Years, among the Algerines of
Kentucky, One of the So Called Christian States of America. The interpen-
etration of Barbary and America was the product of efforts to negotiate
the inconsistencies between Revolutionary rhetoric and the reality of the
American national experience.

Writing some forty years after Cathcart had gained his own freedom,
William Lloyd Garrison found occasion to mention Barbary captivity in
the preface he prepared for Frederick Douglass’s Narrative: “An Ameri-
can sailor, who was cast away on the shore of Africa, where he was kept
in slavery for three years, was at the expiration of that period found to
be imbruted and stultified—he had lost all reasoning power; and hav-
ing forgotten his native language, could only utter some savage gibberish
between Arabic and English.™ By referring back to the Barbary slavery of
white Americans, Garrison places Douglass’s narrative within a histori-
cal continuum of American captivity. He not only humanizes the African
American subject, albeit in a troubling manner, by comparing him to the
temporarily inarticulate white subject, but also makes an implicit claim
for recognizing African Americans as American citizens. Garrison sug-
gests that the narrative of black captivity in the American South is part
of a more universal and unifying American experience. This experience
extends the national memory across the Atlantic to the shores of North
Africa.

Garrison’s rhetorical model for the temporarily inarticulate Ameri-
can citizen was the most famous white man to be held in African slavery
in the antebellum period (James Riley). However, his focus on Barbary



The Barbarous Voice of Democracy 47

“imbrutification” repeats the description of the postcaptivity state of the
man who is credited with the only known African American account of
Barbary from the antebellum period, Robert Adams. “Like most other
Christians after a long captivity and severe treatment among the Arabs,”
wrote the 1816 English editor of Adams’s Barbary captivity narrative,
“he appeared upon his first arrival exceedingly stupid and insensible.”™
In his advertisement for Adams’s narrative, the editor refers to him as
an abstract “Christian,” not as a black man, and thus plays to his read-
ers’ potential “universal” identification with the subject of the tale. The
account was published in the North American Review (1817), but Adams
may or may not have been the real name of the black sailor from New
York, and the United States may or may not have been his birthplace.
Though the account itself is of dubious authenticity, Adams parlayed the
story of captivity among the “wild” Arabs of Barbary into food and shelter
in London and eventually a passage back to the United States. Adams’s
white editors saw his narrative as a means of raising funds to explore the
mysteries of North Africa’s interior (one of the narrative’s highlights is the
“first” description of Timbuktu). Adams saw his narrative as a means of
passage. But regardless of the individual motivations of Adams and his
editor, they both knew that playing into the theme of Barbary captivity’s
decivilizing effect, its production of a “savage gibberish” even in a Chris-
tian, increased the account’s emotional purchase.

In captivity narratives, cultural, somatic, and linguistic differences are
often leveled to emphasize common humanity. This is the point of Garri-
son’s interracial comparison between the inarticulate black slave in Amer-
ica and the inarticulate white slave in Africa. But the language produced
by Barbary captivity is more pidgin vernacular than “savage gibberish.” A
hodgepodge of languages and cultural references, this vernacular informs
the brand of dirty cosmopolitan ethics that Cathcart invokes to negotiate
the divide between his American identity and his Arabo-Islamic context
in his confrontation with a Muslim sheriff at the Mad House. The “savage
gibberish between Arabic and English” that Garrison marks as the brut-
ish language of the white captive in Africa I read as the language of a self
reconciling itself to its other—as an articulation of the barbarous voice of
democracy.

In discussing the linguistic origins of Lingua Franca and its relation
to contemporary Creole and pidgin languages, Hugo Schuchardt points
out that these dialects are “slave languages” as much as they are mer-
chant languages, often learned in multilinguistic slave prisons and used to
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communicate between master and slave classes.” Cathcart bemoans the
lack of clarity, honesty, and order that defines official Barbary society, and
he critiques North Africa’s barbarous mixture of languages, cultures, and
customs while situated in its slave prisons. Yet his own ability to excel in
this vernacular chaos and landscape of political intrigue is his strength.
Vacillating “between Arabic and English” quite literally makes Cathcart’s
American diplomatic career.

Cathcart’s experiences are singular, but his linking of Barbary and
America through figurative antonyms of light and dark, cultivated and
uncultivated, civilized and savage is representative. What is perhaps
surprising, though, is the intimate relation of Barbary and America in
Cathcart’s political poetic. In Cathcart’s writing, the reader sees antino-
mies before they are synthesized and witnesses the presence of American
potential in North African space before this potential is translated into
idioms of American patriotism. Instead of synthesis, Cathcart often offers
juxtaposition. The difference is visible in the relationship between the
rough transcription of the “Renegado Oath” and the crafted confronta-
tion at the Mad House that appears in Cathcart’s closet captivity narra-
tive. Between the two documents something has happened: Cathcart has
taken the material of Barbary contact and translated it into an expression
of universal American values. What is important is not that the scene
Cathcart creates syncretizes rather than synthesizes Arabo-Islamic val-
ues and American-Christian values (though that is important in a differ-
ent respect) but rather that by juxtaposing the two documents we gain an
appreciation for their difference. By juxtaposing translation (crafted scene)
and original (scrap note) rather than superimposing one over the other we
account for the stakes in translation and acquire a sense of the heteroge-
neities that are lost in the effort to craft an idealized expression of Ameri-
can national identity. Whether it is because he did not plan on publishing
or because nobody paid much attention to him, Cathcart’s writings work
very much through this ethos of juxtaposition. The result is a representa-
tion of American subjectivity that acknowledges heterogeneity while fret-
ting over its meaning for the good of the nation. Cathcart’s expressions of
patriotism are spoken in a barbarous vernacular that registers cultural,
racial, and religious difference at the same time that it implicitly justifies
American imperialism through reference to universal values.

Some fifteen years after the close of the War with Tripoli, Cathcart was
commissioned by the U.S. Navy to survey the Louisiana Territory, which
the government had acquired from Napoleon. The U.S. government, eager
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to replenish its naval fleet after the close of the War of 1812, charged Cath-
cart with taking account of the available timber resources in a region still
largely unmapped and mostly hostile to the United States. In his report,
Southern Louisiana and Southern Alabama in 1819, Cathcart presents
himself not as a revolutionary whose country has deserted him but rather
as an agent of an emerging empire. Tracking Cathcart’s shifting definition
of patriotism as he moves from captive to government surveyor and from
Barbary to Louisiana reveals continuums between the rhetoric of Ameri-
can Revolution and the rhetoric of American Empire. This act of philo-
logical inquiry also demonstrates the tension between the local and the
symbolic in Cathcart’s distillation of national identity.

The Roots of Patriotism

Patriotism has its etymological roots in the difference that ancient Greeks
made between themselves (a people attached to a polis) and barbarians
(a people attached to a paternal line, or patria). The modern patriot first
appears in late sixteenth-century French as patriote, denoting a person
who loves his or her country. Patriotism begins to appear in the early eigh-
teenth century, first in English and then by the middle of the century in
French and German. The influence of eighteenth-century Enlightenment
rhetoric is discernible in the new formation of patriot, as patriotism origi-
nally refers to a passion based not on love of the father land but rather on a
commitment to universal values such as humanity, equality, and justice.”
Common transatlantic “patriotic” causes were the antislavery movement
and the penal-reform movement. The advent of the American Revolu-
tionary War at the end of the eighteenth century gave patriotism a new,
very specifically American valence, as the word patriot came to mean a
person who actively defends his or her country against foreign occupiers
(specifically the British). But this meaning of patriot was not confined to
the American continent for long, as Spanish irregular forces resisting the
occupation of their country by Napoleon in the Peninsular War came to
be known as patriots. The definition of patriotism became slippery when
eighteenth-century transatlantic discourses on enlightened revolution
gave way to nineteenth-century transatlantic discourses on empire.

A shift in spatial and temporal context, as well as the change in Cath-
cart’s official capacity, destabilized his own perspective on the meaning of
patriotism. During Barbary slavery, Cathcart invokes his own “dear, but
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cruel Patria,” speaking in a language of democracy that is intentionally
broad and purposefully redolent of Enlightenment values. Cathcart uses
the term Patria to bring the claims of black slaves in America as well as
white sailors in Barbary to the rhetorical bar. Cathcart went into captivity
a true believer in the democratic revolutionary ethos of the eighteenth-
century Enlightenment, often sounding its claims in the pages of his cap-
tivity journal. While in Barbary captivity, Cathcart had even mused about
the possibilities of fomenting a revolution in North Africa by uniting the
various hinterland tribes against the Turkish rulers. Cathcart’s visions of
military ventures in Barbary were often specifically informed by Euro-
pean models of “enlightened” revolution. “What a pity such a character
as Napoleon Bonaparte, with one hundred thousand men under his com-
mand, has not a footing in Barbary,” Cathcart wrote early in his account
of captivity. “With that force he would subdue the whole of Barbary”
(Captives, 88-89).

Upon Cathcart’s eventual return to the United States, he uses the word
patriotism again in this eighteenth-century Enlightenment context. Cas-
tigating the ill-begotten wealth of a prominent Louisiana slave trader,
Joseph Ervins, Cathcart comments, “he is now wealthy, & no person, or
few, enquires how he became so, this is another proof, that wealth in a
Republic answers the same purpose as Nobility in a Monarchy! but I hope
there are some few among us, who think other wise, & who prefer virtue,
& patriotism, in a tatter’d garment, to successful villainy in an embroi-
dered coat.™® Cathcart garbs himself in the simple authenticity of patrio-
tism’s humanist sentiment. He contrasts his rustic taste with the ostenta-
tious “villainy” of the slave trade, recalling the revolutionary ethos of the
war he has fought against an imperial monarchy in 1776. To be patriotic
in this instance is to be enlightened in the sense that the American revo-
lutionaries were representatives of freedom, democracy, and equality. But
Cathcart has undergone a change since those revolutionary days.

In Barbary, Cathcart fantasizes about Napoleon-inspired revolutions
that will transform the uncultivated jungle of Algiers into a garden,
replacing despotism with democracy and barbarism with liberal gov-
ernment. In Louisiana, Cathcart operates as the agent of an “empire” he
believes will accomplish just this task. As a result, Cathcart no longer
consistently trumpets the revolutionary ethos of the eighteenth century,
defined for many of his contemporaries by the figure of Napoleon. Rather,
he embraces the nineteenth-century mandates of a prospective Ameri-
can empire. “On entering the Mississippi, (which in the language of the
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aborigines of the country is called ‘Messachipi” which signifies the father
of waters),” Cathcart writes at the outset of the government report, “the
mind naturally expands in contemplation of the destiny which awaits it;
the only grand outlet to the increasing commerce of an Empire, equal now
to many, and in no distant period will be superior in wealth, population
and resources to any in Europe” (1819, 16-17). Cathcart’s movement from
agent of democratic revolution to agent of imperial expansion engenders
a shifting and shifty signification of patriotism in his Louisiana journal.

Cathcart’s description of Louisiana in fact creates dialectics between
his Barbary captivity and his Louisiana authority. Describing his recep-
tion in the backwaters and bayous, Cathcart writes,

It is an incontrovertible fact, that we are view’d by every class of people (as
spies) with a very jealous eye, upon a supposition that we have been sent
here on purpose to collect information for the government, relative to the
grants and claims of the land, & to inspect into the conduct of those who
have given validity to them. ... They therefore have determined it would
seem, to place every obstacle in the way of our procuring land carriage,
provisions & every other necessary, & their information is so contradic-
tory, & in almost every instance palpably false, that it needs but little pen-
etration to perceive, that it is studied on purpose to deceive. (1819, 102)

Cathcart complains that he is perceived as a government spy in what is
ostensibly his own country. But to the squatters in Louisiana’s backcoun-
try, Cathcart is a spy for all intents and purposes, and Louisiana is not
American. This squatter population is composed of freed African slaves,
Native Americans, mixed African-Indians, and Spanish, French, Irish,
and Scotch settlers, most of whose land claims are dubious in light of
the Louisiana Purchase. In Cathcart’s eyes, this “mongrel” population is
uncultivated, disorganized, and hostile to enlightened government inter-
vention. In other words, it looks a lot like Barbary. Impenetrability, chaos,
disorder, and heterogeneity are as evident in America’s backwaters as they
are in a North African prison.

It is tempting to read Cathcart’s embracement of the mandates of empire
at the expense of revolutionary values as conditioned by his movement
from the position of a slave to a position of relative authority—literally
from the position of the surveyed to that of the surveyor. But captivity did
not preclude Cathcart from surveying. He took assiduous notes on Alge-
rian fortifications while a captive and often projected military battles onto
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the North African landscape. “So secure do the Algerines consider them-
selves from invasion,” writes Cathcart, “that they have neglected to fortify
a hill the Christians call Belvidere . . . [which] would undoubtedly be the
first place an invading General would take possession of” (Captives, 88).
While held as a slave, Cathcart mingles the perspective of the spy and the
captive in moments of speculative military raiding.

A phrase Cathcart uses in his description of the Barbary Bagnio, “Coup
de Oeil,” the stroke of an eye, appears again in the Louisiana journal.
Though it may seem an innocuous enough demonstration of Cathcart’s
linguistic range and cultural sophistication, the phrase carries in its mili-
tary inference the sense of a tactical gaze that brings the terrain under
view into strategic order. It is precisely the desire to order that motivates
Cathcart’s catalogues (of people, of plants, of geography) in both Barbary
and Louisiana. Louisiana, like Barbary, lacks cultivation—both physical
and social.

But the language Cathcart uses to organize the physical space and
natural resources of Louisiana is a “barbarous” mixture of Latin, English,
French, Spanish, Native American dialect, and even “the Turkish idiom.”
Cathcart refers to pumpkins by the French appellation given to them by
the sixteenth-century trapper Jacques Cartier, “pompions.” He refers to
a canoe by the Carib phrase “Para agua.” He contextualizes the reader’s
introduction to the Mississippi by providing both its “aboriginal” name,
“Messachipi,” and “aboriginal” signification, “father of waters.” As much
as Cathcart attempts to create order out of the swamp by applying Latin
botanical names to trees and plants and posting placards on islands that
claim the resources as government property, the vernacular reality of the
region’s lingua franca frustrates this new order and undercuts the U.S.
government’s claims with the claims of other histories, other presences.

Cathcart’s political poetic of patriotism is ultimately ruptured in his
Louisiana journal by vernacular slippages. These slippages shed light
on the transnational contexts that shaped Federal-era America’s terms
of national identification. Describing the reports he has received of the
far west region of Louisiana, Cathcart comments on the presence there
of “bands of Pirates who wear any flag that suits them, but denominate
themselves Patriots” (1819, 94-95). In the colloquial language of 1819
lower Louisiana, the term referenced a multitude of depredations that
were committed under the cover of “patriotic” auspices. This final, ironic
meaning of patriot, as “a person who claims to be disinterestedly devoted
to his or her country, but whose actions or intentions are considered to be
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detrimental or hypocritical,” had been around since the seventeenth cen-
tury, but it gained renewed resonance in the transition from the eighteenth
century to the nineteenth in light of the Peninsular Wars in Spain.® The
word patriot’s ability to signify both itself and its ironic opposite acquires
particular poignancy in the context of Cathcart’s own “patriotic” efforts
to bring Louisiana into the orbit of American imperial commerce and to
bring America the full benefits of its territorial possessions.

At one point in the Louisiana journal, Cathcart encounters a native
of the Adriatic city of Trieste who as a seaman traded with Turkey and
the Barbary States. The two men exchange greetings in the depths of the
swamp. “This reminds me of the following Turkish adage,” Cathcart rejoins:
“Dag a Dag consomes; Adan Adan conoscoer! (ie) Men may encounter, but
mountains never meet!—” (1819, 27). The literal sense of Cathcart’s adage
is that man is mobile but mountains are fixed geographically. He also may
be indirectly referencing the phrase “if the mountain would not come to
Muhammad, Muhammad will go to the Mountain.™ But the contrast
between permanence and fluidity, as well as between man and nature, that
Cathcart wishes to establish is in fact deconstructed by his own attempts to
categorize the natural world he encounters in Louisiana. Cathcart’s cata-
logue of bayous, plants, and land formations found in the swamp in fact
points not to the permanence or fixity of the natural world but rather to the
futility of the act of naming nature, of organizing it into a knowable grid.
Fixing nature with the permanence of names is futile not only in the face
of man’s transitoriness and the tenuousness of his knowledge but also in
terms of the natural environment’s own physical movements.

The vernacular, in other words, always threatens to erode the sense of
order established by the act of naming, just as erosion always threatens
to undermine the maps that man charts and to change the landscapes
he views. In this sense, the “Mountain and Muhammad” phrase is apt. If
your first attempt does not succeed, try a different strategy. The classifica-
tory language Cathcart imposes on Louisiana in 1819 is outdated within
a few decades, as are many of the geographical features he enumerates. A
reed cane that was once Arundo Aquatica is now known as a Phragmites
communis. Cathcart’s Cat Island no longer exists, having been reclaimed
by the flooding of the Mississippi. The America that Cathcart presents
in his Louisiana journal is a vernacular America—contingent, contami-
nated, fluid, and mongrel.

Cathcart creates in his Barbary captivity narrative a discourse on
American national identity that universalizes American values, as well as
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connects white, male American citizens to their “others.” From the dis-
tance of exile, Cathcart projected an idealized nation. In Louisiana, this
ideal nation meets vernacular reality. If national identity depends on a
coherent national culture with which to identify, Louisiana appears as for-
eign to America as Barbary. Yet it is America. Cathcart registers the threat
to the national frame of reference that Louisiana poses by remarking on
the gap between his definition of patriotism and the definition that circu-
lates in the backwaters and bayous of the swamp. Registering the tension
between the local and the national, Cathcart remarks on the populace’s
refusal to be abstracted away from their bodies and everyday experiences
to the supposedly more stable symbolic order of America.

Between Renthrops, & McCows, or Muggahs, there is a ridge of tolerable
good live Oak, which we had not seen before, the proprietors of which
would be glad to permit any individual to take it away gratis, merely to
clear their land, but if the United States were to order the purchase they
would not fail to demand an exorbitant price for it probably from 3 to 7
dol’s per tree, for patriotism is a plant which does not grow in this climate,
& Uncle Sam is consider’d fair game. (1819, 82)

Attempting to close the gap between local interest and national interest,
Cathcart figures patriotism as a plant, naturalizing its sentiment as uni-
versal. But he also acknowledges patriotism’s particularist valence. The
Louisiana setting frustrates any translation of the particularity of Uncle
Sam’s values into the universal sentiment of patriotism. The name Uncle
Sam came into existence as a direct result of the War of 1812, the same war
that left the country in need of the timber resources Cathcart surveys. But
because patriotism does not grow “in this climate,” it must be imported
and cultivated. In this usage, patriotism is not equated with nationalism
exactly and is not a universal humanism opposed to self-interest per se.
Rather patriotism is described as allegiance to Uncle Sam, the figurehead
of an emerging American empire. Patriotism, as Cathcart uses the term
in this context, is an American political poetic that organizes a mutually
beneficial relation between citizen and nation.

In Cathcart’s captivity narrative, he takes the experience of slavery in
Barbary and translates it into expressions of American national identi-
fication. But the imaginary America that Cathcart crafts in his Barbary
captivity narrative is always in tension with American governmental
practices that fall short of the nation’s stated ideals. Cathcart not only
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demands that Revolutionary values must be applied equally to American
citizens in Barbary as well as to American citizens in the United States. He
also insists that these values must ultimately be universal and universally
recognizable across cultural identities, lest the covenant between patriotic
citizen and exceptional nation be broken. But in Louisiana, patriotism
reappears as a particularist value, not a universal one, and citizenship is
exclusive. The problem in Louisiana is that a large number of its inhabit-
ants do not embody the ideal of a U.S. citizen. Discussing the potential of
New Orleans as an “Emporium” to the world, Cathcart laments the French
Creoles’ lack of enterprise and comments that the needed improvements
to Louisiana’s infrastructure will not commence “before the majority [of
the population] are native Americans, either from, or descended from
natives of the Northern and eastern states” (1819, 17). If Louisiana is to be
absorbed into the national symbolic, Cathcart suggests, it is going to have
to be colonized.

Cathcart’s often contradictory and ambivalent views on the relation-
ship between local identity and national identity tracks with the trans-
formation of a late eighteenth-century rhetoric of revolution into an early
nineteenth-century rhetoric of imperialism. The Enlightenment tropes
and metaphors that fueled the patriotism of American Revolutionaries
were morphing into arguments for stability, coherency, continuity, and
cultural homogeneity. Values that were previously marshaled rhetorically
against tyranny, slavery, and colonial bondage were often discursively
repurposed to support a system of government that abided slavery, that
was viewed by many as tyrannical, and that was beginning to express its
own colonial ambitions. Cathcart was cosmopolitan in experience and
sentiment, but multiculturalism posed a direct threat to his sense of the
national frame of reference. Fear of cultural incoherency and anxiety
about the destabilizing effect cultural relativism would have on national
identity linked Cathcart to prominent American Enlightenment thinkers
such as Jefferson, but it also linked him to a more unlikely counterpart,
half a world away.

An Arab View of Patriotism

While Cathcart fantasized about Napoleonic invasions of North Africa,
the most renowned Arab historian of the era, Abd al-Rahman al-Jabbarti
(1756-1825), experienced one firsthand. In 1798, the al-Azhar-trained
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Egyptian sheikh al-Jabbarti wrote a historical account of the initial six
months of the French occupation of Egypt.* A blend of defiance and admi-
ration, al-Jabbarti’s history of the French in Egypt captures the ambiva-
lent relationship the nineteenth-century Arab world had with European
modernity® It also distills a decisive moment from which there was no
return for the next generation of Arab intellectuals who came into contact
with the West.*

Very early in al-Jabbarti’s account of the French occupation of Egypt,
he reprints a proclamation written in Arabic that the French circulate
in Egypt. Beginning with the same words transliterated in Cathcart’s
“Mohammadan prayer,” the document moves quickly to bind the Muslim
profession of faith to an Enlightenment discourse on secular liberalism.

In the name of God, the merciful, the Compassionate. There is no God but
God. He has no son, nor has He an associate in His Dominion.

On behalf of the French Republic which is based on the foundation
of liberty and equality, General Bonaparte, Commander-in-Chief of the
French armies makes known to all the Egyptian people that for a long time
the Sanjaqs who lorded it over Egypt have treated the French community
basely and contemptuously and have persecuted its merchants with all
manner of extortion and violence. Therefore the hour of punishment has
come.®

A few lines later, the proclamation goes on to promise the Egyptian peo-
ple, “T have not come to you except for the purpose of restoring your rights
from the hands of the oppressors and that I more than the Mamluks, serve
God—may He be praised and exalted—and revere His prophet Muham-
mad and the glorious Quran” (Chronicle, 24, 26).

Napoleon sought to naturalize the French colonial presence in Egypt
by printing his proclamation in Arabic and paying homage to the religious
convictions of the Muslim populace. He also sought to justify French colo-
nialism’s advent in Africa by wedding free-market liberalism and political
liberalism to a rhetoric of religious righteousness. Napoleon, in essence,
claims to be a better Muslim than the Mamelukes he is ousting—“O ye
Qadis, Shaykhs and Imams; O ye Shurbajiyya and men of circumstance
tell your nation that the French are also faithful Muslims” (Chronicle, 26).
Unlike Cathcart’s pseudoconversion, with its syncretic approach to the
competing Christian and Islamic claims to religious authority, the French
proclamation synthesizes French identity and Muslim identity to produce
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French Muslims. By enlisting the intellectual and religious elite (the
ulama) in his cause, Napoleon planned to follow the path to hegemony
paved by centuries of foreign invaders in the Orient before him—the
Mughals, the Mongols, the Mamelukes, and so on.

Al-Jabbarti takes Napoleon’s written attempt at self-patriation to task
on the most elemental level of Arabo-Islamic cultural identity: language.
Al-Jabbarti concludes his reprinting of the French proclamation in Arabic
with a tafseer (literal exegesis) aimed at revealing the gap between French
mimicry and Islamic authenticity—aimed at outing the French as kuffar
(non-Muslims) and their figurative interpretation of Muslim identity as
false. “Here is an explanation,” al-Jabbarti writes, “of the incoherent words
and vulgar constructions which he put in this miserable letter” (Chronicle,
27). Incoherency in language and vulgarity in linguistic construction are
charges that carry deep cultural resonance for al-Jabbarti’s literate, urbane
Arab audience.

Al-Jabbarti’s tafseer extends for several pages and makes the general
point that the French are poor hands at writing the Arabic language—
they lack style, they blend colloquial with classical vocabulary, they do
not know the proper case endings for words, and they use unnecessary
words where fewer words would produce a more refined sentiment. Al-
Jabbarti’s most general argument might be taken as, “These barbarians
do not even know proper grammar. How can they rule a country?” But,
more particularly, al-Jabbarti resists French colonial occupation by using
Arabic to deconstruct French figurative claims to be culturally analogous
with Egyptians. Reacting to the line in the proclamation which reads,
“I more than the Mamluks serve God,” al-Jabbarti points out, “There is
inversion in the words which should read innani a’budu Allah akthar min
al-Mamalik” (because I serve God more than the Mamluks do; Chronicle,
31). Al-Jabbarti’s point is that according to the rules of good Arabic style,
the sentence as written has a different meaning than intended, a meaning
which because of the improper arrangement of its grammatical structure
reveals the French as imposters. “However, it is possible that there is no
inversion and that the meaning is ‘T have more troops or money than the
Mamluks’ and that the accusative of specification has been omitted,” al-
Jabbarti proposes. “So his words ‘T serve God’ are a new sentence and a
new lie” (ibid.). A literal interpretation of the sentence, al-Jabbarti argues,
exposes the French colonists’ true nature.

By referencing the “accusative of specification,” a particular case ending
a word takes that changes its desinential inflection, al-Jabbarti relies on an
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essential aspect of the Arabic language to make his point, something called
i’raab (0,s)). I'raab, derived from the same root as the word Arab, means
“expression,” as well as “grammatical inflection.” I'raab, many schol-
ars argue, provides the fundamental link between language and cultural
identity for the Arab people. Discussing the birth of i’raab diacriticals, the
contemporary Arab poet Adonis relates the story of the seventh-century
grammarian Abu’l Aswad al-Du’ali, who was the first person to system-
atize the case endings of the Quran. When al-Du’ali would recite passages
of the Qurian, he had his scribe mark different inflections with a system
of differentiated dots. “These dots were the earliest indications of the case
endings (i’rab) to guide the people to the correct pronunciation,” Adonis
explains, “and thence to the correct meaning of the Qur’an.™*

For al-Jabbarti at the turn of the nineteenth century, using the wrong
case ending indicates a misunderstanding of the Qur'an—it indicates
Napoleon’s status as cultural outsider, not insider. “The word Muslimin
should be Muslimun in the nominative,” complains al-Jabbarti, again ref-
erencing the sloppy use of i’raab. “The point of putting the word in the
nasb (accusative) has already been mentioned,” he continues. “There is
another point namely: that their Islam is nasb (fraud)” (Chronicle, 32). Al-
Jabbarti’s charge of fraud works on several fundamental levels of cultural
knowledge and presents an implicit contrast between his deep under-
standing of how the Arabic language works and the French writer’s lack
of understanding. As his deft play on words demonstrates, the Arabic
root n-s-b in its grammatical meaning puts a noun in the accusative case
and demands it take the -in instead of -un ending. But n-s-b (pronounced
nusb) in its nongrammatical inflection refers to a graven image or an idol
and thus is an indicator of heresy. The joke depends on its aural compo-
nent for effect (the short damma vowel which changes nasb to nusb) and
thus demonstrates precisely the inflective skill that the French lack. The
French do not know i’raab because they are not literally Arab and thus
cannot “express” themselves as Arabs. Al-Jabbarti promotes language as
an essential aspect of Arab resistance to Western colonialism. Figura-
tive representations, such as Napoleon’s French Muslims, displace Arab
culture. The Arabic language preserves Arab culture in the face of these
displacements.

Whereas Cathcart presents himself as progressive, enlightened, and
liberal, al-Jabbarti presents himself as a cultural conservative and as a
defender of Islamic tradition. Yet both react with similar anxiety to het-
erogeneity and the threat of incoherency it poses to the national frame of
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reference. To al-Jabbarti writing at the turn of the nineteenth century, the
vernacular “threat” to Arab culture represented by the French attempt to
pass their secular humanist rhetoric of liberté, égalité, and fraternité oft
as compatible with Muslim orthodoxy is visible most clearly on the level
of their bad grammar or, as he puts it, their “vulgar constructions.” The
French speak a corrupt version of the Arabic language that betrays their
corrupt values. “They follow this rule: great and small, high and low, male
and female are all equal,” writes al-Jabbarti of the French creed of equal-
ity and liberty. “The women do not veil themselves and have no modesty;
they do not care whether they uncover their private parts,” he continues.
“Whenever a Frenchman has to perform an act of nature he does so wher-
ever he happens to be, even in full view of people, and goes away as he
is, without washing his private parts” (Chronicle, 29). The French’s mix-
ing of classical and vernacular and the lack of refinement in their style
all signal for al-Jabbarti, on the linguistic level, that the French creed of
equality is tantamount to a call for an unwholesome blending of things
that the Arabo-Islamic tradition keeps separate. The French creed of lib-
erty is a license to behave as a barbarian. Al-Jabbarti rejects the French’s
“vulgar constructions” on every level. “They mix their foods,” al-Jabbarti
comments, in taking a brief break from critiquing the French’s use of
Arabic. “Some might even put together in one dish coffee, sugar, arrack,
raw eggs, limes, and so on” (ibid.). What the French call equality and lib-
erty (Enlightenment “patriotic” values) appear to al-Jabbarti as signs of a
promiscuous cultural anarchy whereby the proper order of things is per-
verted, forgotten, ignored. This foreign anarchy threatens to undermine
Arab culture through the vehicle of the foreigners’ “vulgar” Arabic.
Napoleon’s Arabic declaration in Egypt is calculated to import an
eighteenth-century Enlightenment notion of patriotism to the Orient, one
based not on nationalism but rather on a commitment to transatlantic
humanist values such as equality and liberty. In an ironic twist, al-Jabbarti
interprets this Enlightenment brand of patriotism as a kind of patrios and
thus attaches the European notion of patriotism to a much older, ancient
Greek connotation of a barbarian In al-Jabbarti’s account, the French
are the barbarians at the gate of the Islamic umma (world community),
their claims of liberty and equality a kind of garbled mumble. Cultural
identity in al-Jabbarti’s history is a matter of linguistic purity and literal
meaning. He undermines the French political rationale for ruling the
Egyptian population by demonstrating the slippage of their Arabic terms
into other meanings, meanings that contradict their stated intentions.
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Napoleon attempted to represent the French as Muslims in an act of cul-
tural translation that depended on the Enlightenment’s universalist secu-
lar values being transmuted into Islamic values. Al-Jabbarti uses the full
range of Arabic’s figurative power to expose the cultural inconsistencies in
this act of translation.

Cathcart promotes the civilizing influence of Enlightenment values; al-
Jabbarti marks these values as barbaric. But both, in their way, are arguing
for cultural consistency and continuity. Both are threatened by the spec-
ter of multiculturalism, and both seek to reestablish the smooth, empty
time of empire when confronted with an “outside” cultural threat to their
notion of communal self. Cathcart is writing from the spring of Ameri-
can empire and al-Jabbarti is writing from the autumn of Arabo-Islamic
empire, but that is only one among many ways we might view their rela-
tion. They are each more than vanguard and rearguard, respectively. How-
ever cosmopolitan Cathcart’s sensibilities may be, his frame of reference for
American national identity is still quite provincial: “natives of the North-
ern and eastern states.” However provincial al-Jabbarti seems in relation to
Western influence, he is writing in defense of an incredibly cosmopolitan
Arabo-Islamic cultural tradition. Cathcart writes in a teleological tradition
often associated with Western historians. Al-Jabbarti, as an Arab histo-
rian, would have been quite familiar with Ibn Khaldun’s cyclical theory of
empire. Yet this dichotomy is specious as well. Cathcart, the cantankerous
former slave, and al-Jabbarti, the discomfited cultural elite, are both grap-
pling with the spatio-temporal disjunctions of the turn-of-the-nineteenth-
century transatlantic world. Both are trying to dismiss the heteroclite cul-
tural elements that threaten the terms by which they define their cultural
selves, even as they are registering these heteroclite elements on the most
basic level of interaction—language. Cathcart cannot rid America of its
vernacular declivities any more than al-Jabbarti can preserve the purity of
the Arabic language from contamination by contact with Western values.
For Cathcart and for many others who wrote Barbary contact narratives in
the Federal era, the figure of the Arab was a key rhetorical shuttle in their
efforts to bridge the gap between their rebel and citizen identities. These
writers’ representations of the Arab spoke directly to their desire to amend
rifts between the revolutionary promise of America and the governing
realities of the United States. In the process, they incorporated images of
the Arab into the idioms of American national identity politics, effectively
severing representations of the Arabo-Islamic world from the tradition
that al-Jabbarti warned was under threat from the West.



The Barbarous Voice of Democracy 61

Troping the Arab

Barbary captivity created figurative relations between North African
culture and American culture. But the figure of the Arab itself was an
American arabesque, a willful misinterpretation of Arab identity in the
service of creating an American narrative on national identity. Tropes
and metaphors of Arabness supply rhetorical ameliorations to the ques-
tions about the rifts between the rhetoric of American democracy and the
exclusionary practices of the U.S. government raised by Barbary captiv-
ity narratives. Arabness, in other words, provides a symbolic figuration
of the American promise that is foreclosed in the actual experiences of
many Americans. These tropes and metaphors, read against their inten-
tions, though, also create the possibility of thinking through a less exclu-
sive imaginary of American belonging. For the remainder of the chapter,
I focus on how American contact with Barbary shaped the representation
of Arabness in American literature.

In 1797, Royall Tyler wrote a fictional captivity narrative entitled The
Algerine Captive. In it, Tyler crafts a bathing scene that invokes the anxi-
ety of cultural conversion referenced in many Barbary captivity narra-
tives. Tyler’s hero, Updike Underhill, has been invited to leave the fields of
slave labor in Algiers and join the Muslim Mollah at the Muslim college
for a series of discussions comparing Islam and Christianity.

Immediately upon my entering these sacred walls, I was carried to a warm
bath, into which I was immediately plunged; while my attendants, as if
emulous to cleanse me from all the filth of errour rubbed me so hard with
their hands and flesh brushes, that I verily thought they would have flayed
me. ... I was then anointed on all my parts, which had been exposed to the
sun with a preparation of a gum, called the balm of Mecca. This application
excited a very uneasy sensation, similar to the stroke of the water pepper to
which “the liberal shepherds give a grosser name.” In twenty-four hours,
the sun-browned cuticle peeled off, and left my face, hands, legs and neck
as fair as a child’s of six months old .

The application of the “balm of Mecca” to Updike ultimately allows him
to regain his essential whiteness by peeling off the darker cuticle of slave-
labor skin. The balm from Mecca figuratively Arabizes Updike’s body in
preparation for his potential rebirth as a Muslim but also as a free white
man. Arabness ultimately outstrips a narrow association with Islamic



62 The Barbarous Voice of Democracy

identity and becomes a bridge between seemingly binary identities.
Updike’s figurative Arab skin provides a passage not only from slavery to
freedom but also from darkness to whiteness. By becoming Arab, Updike
can emancipate his body from slavery and return to white subjectivity. It
is the same path the Mollah, himself a European convert to Islam, has
taken.

The temporary nature of Updike’s Arabization allows him to navigate
between the position of slavery and freedom, darkness and whiteness,
Christianity and Islam, without ultimately sacrificing his own cultural
identity. By presenting Arabness as an applied outer shell of identification
(a balm) that can be discarded, Tyler captures a host of anxieties about
cultural conversion that circulate under the terms “taking the turban”
or “turning Turk” in authentic Barbary captivity narratives. In the end,
Updike chooses the fields of slave labor over the comfort of the Muslim
college not because his faith wins out but rather because the Mollah’s logic
tests his faith too strenuously?® Unable to refute the Mollah’s unfavor-
able account of the Christian enslavement of black Africans in America,
Updike sacrifices his body so that he may remain master of his mind.
Though this sacrifice nominally upholds the distinction between savagery
(body) and civilization (mind), it also cuts across that distinction by pre-
senting the Mollah’s logic as superior to Updike’s logic. Updike trades the
civilized space of the Muslim college, where he is cleaned to whiteness, for
the barbaric fields of slave labor, where he becomes increasingly dark and
brutish.

Updike remains patriotic by refusing the temptation of physical free-
dom. In doing so, though, he brings the positions of master and slave
into shifting relations, as well as introduces a potential critique of Ameri-
can Christianity. Arabness provides Tyler with a trope through which to
examine the meaning of being American. It is a literary figuration that
speaks to the larger dynamic of cultural exchange and erasure that Ameri-
can Arabesque charts. Once Updike establishes his allegiance to Amer-
ica, his Arab skin disappears. Tyler uses the “balm of Mecca” to present
Arabness as a figurative condition that one can explore and refuse. But the
Arabs in invented tales of Barbary captivity operate as proxies for Ameri-
can ethnic types. The fictive encounter between American and Arab
allows American readers to negotiate their democratic ideals by reimagin-
ing themselves in perverse situations.

Eliza Bradley, whose 1820 fictional captivity narrative sold through
several editions as “authentic,” describes her imagined capture by North
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African “natives” in terms that borrowed heavily from American readers’
familiarity with Indian captivity narratives.

About two hours after the party had departed in search of water, they
returned nearly out of breath, and apparently much affrighted, and
informed us that they had been pursued by a party of natives (some of
whom were mounted on camels) and that they were but a short distance
from us! ... Their appearance, indeed, was frightful, being nearly naked,
and armed with muskets, spears and scimeters.

Our company having no weapons with which to defend themselves,
they approached and prostrated themselves at the feet of the Arabs (for
such they proved to be) as a token of submission. This they did not, how-
ever, seem to understand, but seizing us with all the ferocity of cannibals,
they in an instant stripped us almost naked.*

Bradley invokes the white settler identity of the American colonial
through her encounter with the “natives” on shore. But she also registers
the ambivalent nature of the boundary between settler and native in the
post-national-independence period. Bradley’s imaginative inversion of the
roles of settler and native in Barbary dramatizes not only anxieties over
revolution (racial or otherwise) and the morbid desire to fantasize about
the outcome but also a collective cultural need for negotiating the inequi-
ties in American democracy.

Whereas white Americans often saw themselves uncomfortably mir-
rored in the figure of the master “Turk,” in the figure of the “Arab” they
saw that other part of the American population staring back at them.
Representing the “Turk” as both illegitimate usurper and legitimized
hegemon, American writers offered their readers a split image of them-
selves—an image that highlighted the conflict between white Americans’
imaginative cultural opposition to the English during the Revolutionary
War and their very real cultural affiliation with English ancestry. Ameri-
can readers could see themselves in the “Turk,” and they could see the
English in the “Turk.” Though writers used the figure of the “Turk” to
facilitate discourses on the evils of patriarchy, tyranny, and usurpation,
these indictments threatened to reverse and become unconscious cri-
tiques of America’s own despotic practices.

The “Arabs” in Bradley’s fictitious description, on the other hand, are
originally called “natives” and then referred to as “Arabs” before finally
being labeled “cannibals.” Bradley allows her figure of the Arab both to fit
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neatly within and to vacillate between the ethnic trope of Native Ameri-
can and African American. Though the Federal-era U.S. government rec-
ognized neither of these groups as “Americans,” they nevertheless occu-
pied the literal and imaginative American geography. They were a pres-
ence that white Americans had to acknowledge subconsciously, and their
claims for inclusion in the national identity were often litigated through
imaginative projection. When the white American readership of Bradley’s
story came across this passage, they could imagine themselves staring
at the native presence in their own country, as well as at members of the
African diaspora who had gained a natal claim to American identity.

A few lines after the encounter, Bradley describes the “hot contest” that
erupts between the Arabs who are claiming the whites as “property.” Brad-
ley consciously inverts African slavery in the United States. By the end of
the passage, Bradley elides the difference between whites and Arabs, as
the “nearly naked” natives strip the whites until they are “almost naked.”
All that is left of white difference is the fig leaf of civilization—a metonym
that in fact links whites and natives. Master becomes slave in Bradley’s
encounter, as the whites “prostrated themselves at the feet of the Arabs.”

Bradley’s fictive captivity narrative makes clear what is implicit in
Cathcart’s real account. In the Barbary milieu, the white American occu-
pies the place of the subaltern. The reversal allows for identification with
American “otherness” and gestures toward both inclusion and the anxiety
elicited by the possibility of inclusive national identity. Cathcart uses syn-
cretism to link the experiences of white, working-class sailors in Africa
with black African slaves in the United States. Figurative Arabness cre-
ates imaginative conduits between these subject positions. These conduits
allow for literal transformations rather than the exploration of mutually
shared experiences. The translation of Barbary tropes into the American
cultural milieu demonstrates their function in American racial politics.
Situated in the American context, Barbary tropes become devices for
policing the expansion and contraction of whiteness. Relinking Barbary
tropes back to the context from which they were wrested, however, reveals
American whiteness to be a contaminated category, haunted by the ghosts
of the “otherness” it has incorporated into itself.
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American Arabs

Imaginative constructions of Arab identity are found in both real and fic-
titious accounts of Barbary captivity. These representations of the Arab
elsewhere have a profound influence on the representation of Arabness in
the American context and ultimately on American categorizations of racial
identity. Allan Austin, in his book African Muslims in Antebellum America,
chronicles the lives of seventy-five African slaves on American plantations
who identified themselves as Muslims. Many of these men were literate
because of Qur’anic training, and as Austin relates, this literacy “gave them
some standing in the New World, particularly among those who decided
that the literate slaves must be Moors or Arabs because they would not
credit such a possibility as literacy in an African.™ In this plantation con-
text, the construction of the term Arab ostensibly supports racism by allow-
ing white Southerners to maintain categorical prejudice against black Afri-
cans through practices such as marking “outstanding” Africans as Arabs,
instead of recognizing their visible African heritage. Although some of
these West African slaves were indeed Muslim, they were not Arab or Moor.

The marking of an African as a Moor, in fact, did as much to unsettle
racial categories as it did to maintain them. Sylviane Diouf, in her analysis
of the history of African Muslims enslaved in the Americas, explains how
the unique American system of slavery created Moors and Arabs out of
sub-Saharan Muslims.

Because the American system of racial classification did not recognize
intermediate strata—mulattos, for example—there could only be inferior
blacks and superior whites. Within these limits, a particularly “intelligent
black” had to stop being black and become ersatz white. He could be one
solely by becoming an African white, that is, an Arab. The only Africans
that could qualify for this co-optation were the Muslims, as their religion
and their literacy in Arabic could be touted as tangible proof of their Arab
origin. With the whitening of the “elite” slaves, the basis on which slavery
rested was not threatened. Blacks were still subhumans and thus fit to be
enslaved, whereas the Moorish princes, warriors, and fellow slave traders
could elevate themselves to the highest positions within the rigid boundar-
ies of the rigid slave society.*

Diouf details how the imaginary marker of Arab and/or Moor created
differential power relations both between slave and master and between
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slaves. Through innovative approaches to the historical archive, Diouf, as
well as Austin and Michael Gomez, have convincingly demonstrated that
Muslim slaves held positions of power on the plantation (such as over-
seer) disproportionate to their relatively small numbers. Many of these
Muslim slaves who were marked as Arab and/or Moor became characters
in stories by white, Southern American writers, characters such as Joel
Chandler Harris’s “Arab” Bilali Mahomet and Cyrus Griffin’s “Prince, the
Moor,” based on the Fulbe slave Ibrahima abd al Rahman. Other slaves
such as Omar ibn Said and S’Quash were also transformed into Arabs/
Moors by antebellum journalists writing for newspapers such as the Prov-
idence Journal and the Wilmington Chronicle.®

The willful misinterpretation of Arab identity was a prominent fea-
ture of antebellum American images of the Arab. When the term Arab
is applied to actual Africans residing in antebellum America, it operates
as a discursive bulwark separating African and white culture, but it also
opens up a catachrestic space—a space where, as Gayatri Spivak has put it
in a different context, “words or concepts are wrested from their proper
meaning.” The interpretive slip that marks black Muslims on the planta-
tion as Arabs creates “a concept metaphor without an adequate referent.™*
In the American context, the term Arab accrues value that cannot be fully
absorbed by its referent.

American representations of Arabs are what John Michael has called
“figments of the imagination.” These figments create the imaginary scene
necessary for white Americans to confront their anxieties about the exclu-
sivity of particularistic formations of American citizenship. The Arab of
Federal-era American literature is largely figurative, a symbolic position
where identity is negotiable and the signifier is free-floating. The Arab
is a tropic meeting point; as Zizek says, “We identify ourselves with the
other precisely at a point at which he is inimitable, at the point which
eludes resemblance.™ A conceptual metaphor without a stable referent,
the image of the Arab operates as a conduit for the white American cap-
tive to identify with the disenfranchised Native and the enslaved African
precisely at the point of nonresemblance. In the fictional narratives of
Barbary captivity that emerged on the American market, such as Tyler’s
The Algerine Captive, the white subject self does not resemble or imitate
the “dark-skinned” other but rather occupies the subjective position of
the other. The figure of the Arab is the vehicle through which this subjec-
tive identification occurs. In this formulation, a new position of subjective
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enunciation opens up, and the “other” of American national discourse is
granted a voice of response and authority, albeit one that is still filtered
through white consciousness.

In Barbary captivity narratives, Arabs are figured as both masters and
subalterns. They supply a return to whiteness (the balm of Mecca) and
stand in for blackness (“the darkest people I ever saw”). They represent
civilization (the Muslim college) and primitiveness (the tribe). Through
the figure of the Arab, American writers highlighted the potential dem-
ocratic bond between white and black, settler and indigene, male and
female, savage and civilized. Assuming a figurative Arabness, in turn,
allows white writers to move symbolically between these mutually exclu-
sive positions and, like Cathcart in the Mad House, not ultimately sacri-
fice the privilege of their racial and cultural status. These American ara-
besques mediate between what is “Arab” and what is represented as Arab
in the American context, but they also mediate between what is American
and what is “other.”

The figuration of Arabness in the context of Barbary slavery demon-
strates the ambivalent desire to synthesize the positions of master and
slave, as well as the recognition that a mediating term was necessary to
achieve this synthesis. But whereas the figure of the Arab in American
literature gestures toward the synthesis of lordship and bondage in the
American literary imaginary, Cathcart’s dirty cosmopolitan vernacular
vacillates between the positions of the subjective actor in history and the
mute object on which history is enacted, with a full appreciation of their
mutual exclusivity. When Cathcart arrives in Algiers, his captors bring
him and his fellow Americans to the homes of several prominent Alge-
rians, who are “curious to see Americans, having supposed [them] to be
the aborigines of the country” (Captives, 11). The mistake that the Alge-
rian viewers make in assuming that Americans are aboriginal inhabit-
ants of the United States highlights the role of white citizen as usurper.
Even as Cathcart positions himself as the mute object of surveillance on
whom history is enacted, he also acknowledges the white American citi-
zen’s role as historical agent of colonialism. As an object of contemplation,
the white citizen takes the place of the aboriginal inhabitant of America
and literally stands in for his country’s native population when Cathcart
appears in Algeria. What I have been elaborating throughout this chapter
by means of these Barbary captivity narratives is not only the split in sub-
jectivity where Cathcart embodies both himself and the nation but also a
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splintering of subjectivity where the exile sees himself as embodying the
plight of many, different exiles.

In Cathcart’s image of himself being surveyed by curious Algerians,
the captive conjures his nation’s fraught national identity by imagining
himself simultaneously as subject and object of history, as disenfranchiser
and disenfranchised, as white colonizer (usurper) and aboriginal colo-
nized (usurped). Exile in Barbary forces Cathcart, and other captives, to
see themselves in the other. This is true of most contact literature; how-
ever, the peculiarity of Barbary captivity speaks directly to America’s
nascent national identity, particularly the question of lordship and bond-
age as the discussion moves from the metaphorical to the literal plane.
In America’s Federal-era literature, Barbary serves as a kind of ghostly
proxy, allowing readers to examine the stakes in the nation’s turn from
revolution to empire building. Accounts of slavery in Barbary rebound
into ruminations on America and leave the nation’s claim to be represen-
tative of universal humanist values haunted by its functional failures to
grant citizenship to “others.” The specter of multiculturalism hangs over
these accounts of Barbary, providing a counterimage of an America that
is discontinuous with the nation’s physical borders, as well as its rhetorical
claims.

Though Cathcart’s fugitive journal was not published in the Federal
era, the experiences he relates in it are emblematic of that period. The
images of racial, religious, and social role inversion engendered by Ameri-
can captivity in Barbary pry open a discursive space for fictional writers
on captivity, and later for American romantics who used Oriental imag-
ery, to explore American subjectivity from the margins. The pluralistic
potential of American identity that emerges anxiously at salient moments
in these Barbary captivity narratives expresses claims for inclusion of
the disenfranchised groups who were physically present in, but psychi-
cally excluded from, the new American nation. And yet as these claims
are translated from the Barbary context into the American context, the
nodes of intercultural exchange that they mark are erased. The arabesques
that Cathcart and other captives from North Africa create out of their
experiences in Barbary become American cultural property and establish
American categories of race, nation, and citizenship. In recent years, these
distillations of American values have both been pitted against rude con-
structions of Arab identity (9/11) and conjured as a rationale for the sup-
port of Arab citizens’ universal rights (the Arab Spring). The language,
tropes, and fantasies of American difference produced by contact with
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Barbary continue to underwrite the enduring national symbolic evoked
in the phrase “to the shores of Tripoli.” In the late spring of 2011, the literal
shores of Tripoli once again became a proving ground for the universal
applicability of the American values first put to the test of their “global”
reach in the Federal era.+



Pentimento Geographies

The New York lawyer John Lloyd Stephens wrote the first
American version of a Near Eastern travel narrative. Europeans had
been describing their travels in the Orient since the Middle Ages, but
Stephens’s particularly American perspective on the region made his
account an instant success with his domestic audience. Incidents of
Travel in Egypt, Arabia Petraea, and the Holy Land, published by Harper
and Brothers in 1837, sold through its first printing within a year despite
a nationwide financial panic brought on by Jackson-era speculation.
Within two years, the book had sold twenty-one thousand copies, ulti-
mately staying in continuous print until 1882." Edgar Allan Poe enthusi-
astically reviewed Stephens’s book, commenting that it was “equally free
of the exaggerated sentimentality of Chateaubriand, or the sublimated,
the too French enthusiasm of Lamartine on the one hand, and on the
other from the degrading spirit of utilitarianism.” Herman Melville
went so far as to reproduce Stephens as a character in his novel Red-
burn? Though Stephens subsequently wrote several other travel nar-
ratives about Europe and South America, his account of Near Eastern
deserts, ruins, and lost cities was far more influential on his nineteenth-
century contemporaries. Written in a matter-of-fact style, Stephens’s
book capitalized on his American audience’s growing archaeological
interest in the Holy Land and its environs. But his book also appealed
to American readers because its foreign references often registered their
domestic anxieties.

Something of a captain of industry in hiking boots, Stephens went on
to found the American Ocean Steam Navigation Company and become
president of the Panama Railway Company. Stephens’s direct involve-
ment in the advancement of steam and rail on the American continent
may seem odd given his concerns about the introduction of rail and steam
power in the Sinai Desert.

70
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A railroad is about to be constructed across the desert, over the track
followed by the children of Israel to the Red Sea. The pasha had already
ordered iron from England for the purpose when I was in Egypt, and there
is no doubt of its practicability, being only a distance of eighty miles over
a dead level; but whether it will ever be finished, or whether, if finished, it
will pay the expense, is much more questionable. Indeed, the better opin-
ion is, that the pasha does it merely to bolster his reputation in Europe as
a reformer; that he has begun without calculating the cost; and that he
will get tired and abandon it before it is half-completed. It may be that the
reader will one day be hurried by a steam-engine over the route which I
was now crossing at the slow pace of a camel; and when that day comes all
the excitement and wonder of a journey in the desert will be over. There
will be no more pitching of tents, or sleeping under the starry firmament,
surrounded by Arabs and camels; no more carrying provisions, and no
danger of dying of thirst; all will be reduced to the systematic tameness
of a cotton factory, and the wild Arab will retire farther into the heart of
the desert, shunning, like our native Indians, the faces of strangers, and
following forever the footsteps of his wandering ancestors. Blessed be my
fortune, improvement had not yet actually begun its march.*

Nominally Stephens offers a vision of what the Sinai Desert might look
like in the years to come. But the passage touches on topics so central to
the question of U.S. continental expansion that American readers would
be hard-pressed not to imagine their own country being discussed along-
side Egypt. Slavery, Indian removal, and mechanized continental expan-
sion were all sources of intense debate in 1830s America, and they all find
their way into the narrative picture Stephens draws of the desert. The cot-
ton factory, the disappearing Indian, and the railway—none of these is
actually present in the scene Stephens witnesses firsthand, but they are
all present in his description. Curiously, though, the spectral American
destiny Stephens sees lurking within the Sinai Desert is not yet manifest
in American space either. In 1835, when Stephens set out on his trip east
at the advice of his doctors, Peter Cooper’s Tom Thumb, America’s first
steam locomotive, had appeared in Maryland only five years earlier. Asa
Whitley’s resolution to Congress supporting the building of a railway to
the Pacific was still ten years away. Nonetheless, Stephens was prescient
about the coming of the railroad in America. Though there were only very
limited amounts of train tracks already laid in the United States when
Stephens left, talk of a transcontinental railroad was in the air before he
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returned, and the topic picked up momentum through the advocacy of
several prominent newspapers throughout the 1840s and ’50s.5

On the other hand, Stephens’s narration of the disappearing Indian is
less prescient than prematurely wistful. The Indian Removal Act passed
in 1830, but there was still resistance to its implementation throughout the
1830s and 40s, as evidenced in the Black Hawk War (1832), the Second Creek
War (1836), and the Seminole War (1835-1842). When Stephens published his
book, the term “Manifest Destiny” had not been coined, and Native Ameri-
cans still inhabited both the western frontier and areas east of the Missis-
sippi in large numbers. Yet in his account of potential Sinai moderniza-
tion, Stephens represents the Indian to the reader as already receding from
view. Furthermore, though Stephens was personally opposed to slavery, the
transformation of America’s cotton industry from a chattel economy to a
systematic “factory” economy was more than thirty years away.

Stephens’s description of the Arabian Desert is consistent with midcen-
tury American travelers’ penchant to see their own country’s social and
cultural politics latent in the sights/sites of the Near East. Beginning by
locating his readers in a colonial American moment identified with the
Israelites’ exodus from Egypt and journey across the Red Sea into exile,
Stephens ends the passage with a national vision of a modern, industrial
economy denuded of its atavistic reliance on slavery and its atavistic popu-
lation of indigenes. I call this effect pentimento both because it describes a
visual field in which one image is visible beneath another and because of
the word’s association with penitence. Travel accounts of the Near East,
I argue, are redolent with repentance over the colonization of the Ameri-
can West. This repentance is often discernible in cross-cultural analogies
that express regrets about the fading indigene and the loss of a pastoral
economy. In Stephens’s account of Sinai, the physical facts of the Near East
eventually recede from the foreground. The reader is left, by the end of the
passage, to contemplate the disappearance of the Indian in American space
and to wax nostalgic about the costs of American westward expansion.

Within the narrative picture of the Near East that Stephens paints, a sec-
ond picture of a potential America is faintly perceptible. The appearance of
the Bedouin Arab catalyzes the motion by which this secondary picture, this
American scene, moves from background to foreground in the mind’s eye of
the reader. But the Bedouin figure does not only provide a visual analogy for
Native Indians in the American West; it also acts as a living visual analogue
for Biblical patriarchs such as Abraham. In short, American writers travel-
ing in the Near East used the figure of the Bedouin to negotiate several, often
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competing, metaphors of American settlement. The translation of the Bed-
ouin into American frontier geographies is the focus of this chapter.

Starting with the groundbreaking work of Richard Slotkin, critics
have continued to demonstrate the central importance that representa-
tions of Native Indians have had in creating American national myths.®
This chapter investigates how placing American national narratives in a
global context disturbs a familiar interpretation of the cultural politics
of representing the indigene. The presence of the Indian in Near East-
ern travel narratives is not merely evidence of the writers’ preoccupation
with domesticating the exotic or with their desire to project U.S. colonial
imperatives onto a global field. The conceptual relationships between
Bedouins and Indians explored in these travel accounts index alterna-
tive American imaginaries. In these travel narratives, the Near East oper-
ates not only as a site where imperial fantasies are played out and racial
hierarchies are justified. The Near East also provides an opportunity for
American writers to enunciate counterimperial narratives, to explore the
contradictions in American national identity, and to reimagine the lim-
its of racial identification. The transformation of Bedouins into Indians
and Indians into Bedouins creates cross-cultural equivalencies that can be
mined for evidence of the subversive national imaginaries that are embed-
ded within mainstream iterations of white settler colonialism.

I begin by providing a historical overview of Bedouin representation
that places in perspective mid-nineteenth-century American writers’
interaction with the figure. I then describe how travel writers co-opted
the Bedouin figure into American narratives about the western frontier
and American tropes of identity. These tropes include the frontiersman
and the colonial settler, as well as their ghostly counterparts the savage
and the Biblical patriarch. I end the chapter with an extended look at the
representation of one of the most famous icons of Arab culture in mid-
nineteenth-century America, Petra. Petra’s appearance in both Herman
Melville’s short story “Bartleby” and Frederic Edwin Church’s landscape
painting EI Khasne’ attests to the influence that midcentury Near Eastern
travel narratives had on the Orientalism of later American artists. Pairing
descriptions of Petra offered by Americans with a much earlier descrip-
tion of the Arabian Desert offered by the famous Arab traveler Ibn Bat-
tuta, however, challenges some of the central rhetorical premises of white
settler colonialism.
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The Bedouin

The Bedouins are a savage nation, fully accustomed to savagery

and the things that cause it. Savagery has become their character
and nature. They enjoy it, because it means freedom from authority
and no subservience to leadership. Such a natural disposition

is the negation and antithesis of civilization. All the customary
activities of the Bedouins lead to wandering and movement. This

is the antithesis and negation of stationariness, which produces
civilization. —Ibn Khaldun, Mugaddimah’

Ibn Khaldun’s Muqaddimah, a fourteenth-century introduction to his
multivolume world history, posits a simple thesis: empires rise and fall
because history is cyclical and all created things decay. “The past resem-
bles the future,” Ibn Khaldun advises, “more than one drop of water
another” (Mugqaddimah, 12). The rise and fall of a specific tribe’s impe-
rial power takes place over the course of four generations at the most. The
Bedouin is an integral agent in this imperial drama and, fresh from the
desert, plays the role of new conqueror. However, the conquering Bedouin
tribe’s group loyalty and desert mentality weaken with each generation in
power because of the deleterious influences of urban life and luxury. In
Ibn Khaldun’s formula, the Bedouin is not merely the savage relic of a pre-
civilized past but also a natural man whose vitality, independence, and
strength of communal spirit contrast sharply with the complacency, deca-
dence, and erosion of communal ties indicative of urban life. “Sedentary
life,” Ibn Khaldun notes, “constitutes the last stage of civilization and the
point where it begins to decay” (94). Ibn Khaldun’s Bedouins “are closer to
the first natural state and more remote from the evil habits that have been
impressed upon the souls of sedentary people through numerous ugly
and blameworthy customs” (94). The Bedouin stands for the negation of
certain intrinsic features of civilization, but he also keys the development
of civilization. The Bedouin exemplifies Ibn Khaldun’s emphasis on the
interplay between the modern and the primitive.®

When reform-minded nineteenth-century Arab political theorists such
as Rifa’a al-Tahtawi and Khayr al-Din sought to reinterpret the Islamic
state’s relationship to its citizens (Muslim and otherwise), they did so
through Ibn Khaldun’s concept of ‘asabiyya (iwac)?® ‘Asabiyya comes
from the root ‘asb, meaning “to wind, fold, tie, bind.” Ibn Khaldun uses
‘asabiyya to mean mutual affection and willingness to fight and die for
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one another. More simply put, ‘asabiyya is tribalism. But it can also mean
the type of power that emanates from that group feeling, what Ibn Khal-
dun calls natural kingship. Ibn Khaldun argues that ‘asabiyya is neces-
sary to form any kind of stable state but that the strongest manifestation
of ‘asabiyya is the tribal blood ties of the savage Bedouin. The process of
civilization transforms the natural ‘asabiyya of the savage Bedouin tribe
into a form of political ‘asabiyya, based not on blood bonds but rather on
imitation and clientage. For Arab intellectuals writing five centuries later,
Ibn Khaldun seemed to offer an Islamically grounded approach to mod-
ern nationalism. Ibn Khaldun’s particular interest is the salutary influence
of Islam on Arab civilization, but his exploration of ‘asabiyya broaches
the classic question of political thought: the legitimacy of power. He
approaches the topic of legitimacy through the figure of the savage, fold-
ing the conceits of primitivism into narratives of the modern state.

Of course, American citizens in the mid-nineteenth century confronted
a set of historical circumstances vastly different from those confronting
Arabs in the fourteenth century. Nevertheless, the question of modern
statecraft and its relationship to putatively “savage” populations is at the
heart of mid-nineteenth-century discussions about the definition of Ameri-
can democracy and American empire. Juxtaposing the two different histor-
ical moments and their respective treatment of the savage Bedouin figure
demonstrates something essential about the life of literary images, about the
way they manage to fracture linear spatio-temporal narratives and to create
continuities between seemingly disparate times and spaces. Ibn Khaldun’s
relevance to nineteenth-century Arab philosophers of the modern state
provides just one example of the nonlinearity of a certain historical imagi-
nary’s influences. Bringing Ibn Khaldun’s historical imaginary to bear on
mid-nineteenth-century American literature locates Americans’ national
conversation about identity in a longer historical fetch and within a larger
global discourse on primitivism. I do not wish to decontextualize mid-
nineteenth-century American primitivism but rather to recontextualize it
through juxtaposition and comparison. The benefits of recontextualization,
I firmly believe, outweigh the risks of decontextualization.

The savage, as a rhetorical figure, plays a key role in the discourses both
supporting and challenging the legitimacy of mid-nineteenth-century
American continental expansion. The ambivalence and ambiguity
attached to representations of Indians in American culture are well docu-
mented.” The relationship of this history of representation to a history of
representing Bedouins has received little to no critical attention. Yet Near
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Eastern travel narratives written by Americans in the mid-nineteenth
century are rife with comparisons between Native Indians and Bedouins.
These comparisons are not merely primitivist conflations. They are sig-
nificant negotiations with the question of the legitimacy of the American
state, a question particularly relevant in light of midcentury debates about
westward expansion. These debates, largely between those inclined toward
Republican constraint and those inclined toward Democratic expansion,
directly influenced the translation of Arab Bedouins into American geog-
raphies. To understand the stakes in this translation, it is important to
detail the movement between archetype, stereotype, and figura.

The Bedouin archetype that Ibn Khaldun describes provides a model
(Gk. archetypon: “model, pattern”). The fixity of the Bedouin’s character
resides in the consistent historical pattern he establishes. Specific indi-
viduals and whole groups stop being Bedouins for Ibn Khaldun when
they stop living nomadic desert lives. The individual can change even if
the type remains consistent as a historical force. In Ibn Khaldun’s version
of colonization, savage Bedouins wrest control of dynasties from effemi-
nized urbanites. But the difference between the urban and the primitive
is part of interplay; it is not absolute. Individuals are mutable even if the
historical forces they play a role in are not. “Man is a child of the cus-
toms and things he has become used to,” Ibn Khaldun asserts. “He is not
the product of his natural disposition and temperament” (Mugaddimah,
95). It follows that the Bedouin archetype may be filled by a wide range
of actors, irrespective of race, ethnicity, religion, and the like. Individuals
themselves are not inherently, or permanently, Bedouin." One way of say-
ing this is that the term Bedouin is a typology but not an ethnicity.

Ibn Khaldun wrote his Muqaddimah in a period of “hemispheric inter-
regional history,” to borrow Marshall Hodgson’s phrase.” A distinguish-
ing feature of this period is the advance, often violent, of Turkish-speaking
Muslim herding peoples from Central Asia into the central lands of Islam.
Within this historical template, Ibn Khaldun’s nomadic savage remains a
destructive yet romantic figure. It is an archetype associated with his liter-
ate, urban, Arab audience’s tribal ancestry yet still a relevant force in their
contemporary lives (if only as a group against whose attack you needed
to protect your caravan). The tribal, nomadic, oral, and martial cultures
that poured into the Near East, pillaged cities, and ended dynasties in the
thirteenth and fourteenth centuries were largely Mongol and Turkish-
speaking horsemen from the Central Asian Steppe. Regardless of this fact,
Ibn Khaldun explores the historical processes that these foreign elements
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enact in his contemporary world through the figure of the Bedouin (ssw/
badawee), who is most readily associated with Arab ancestry. But when
Ibn Khaldun speaks of Bedouin culture (ssu of,5:/ umran badawee), he
uses the term primarily as it was used in the Quran, to indicate “primi-
tive.” Derived from the root s-s-o, which means “beginning, appearing,
initiating,” Bedouin contrasts with civilized (s,La~/HaDaara) to form a
pure typology.”® Though the Bedouin was certainly associated with the
original desert-dwelling way of life of the Arabs from Arabia, Bedouin
attributes were not racial but rather behavioral for Ibn Khaldun. The Bed-
ouin pattern of conquest that he narrates could be fulfilled by a range of
ethnic groups that were not Arab. Indeed one of the major influences on
Ibn Khaldun’s thesis of civilization was the series of conversations he had
with the Mongol conqueror Tamerlane at the gates of Damascus.™

In the nineteenth-century American context, the Bedouin archetype elab-
orated by Ibn Khaldun some five hundred years earlier provides a convenient
stereotype for American “savages,” most notably Indians. Homi Bhabha has
argued persuasively that colonial discourse is defined by ambivalence and
that the stereotype is this discourse’s major discursive strategy. Bhabha asserts
that the colonial stereotype “is a form of knowledge and identification that
vacillates between what is always ‘in place, already known, and something
that must be anxiously repeated.” While U.S. citizens in the mid-nineteenth
century were not colonizing the Near East, they certainly were colonizing the
American West. The repeated substitutions found in the Near Eastern travel
genre—Bedouins for Native Americans, the Nile for the Mississippi, the des-
ert for the frontier—reflect the ambivalence of midcentury American read-
ers interest in the American West. Writers such as Stephens use the Bedouin
to lament the “disappearance” of Native Americans on the western frontier,
while simultaneously representing that “disappearance” as the inevitable
march of progress. Discussing the stereotype, Bhabha refers to “that ‘other-
ness’ which is at once the object of desire and derision, [as well as] an articula-
tion of difference contained within the fantasy of origin and identity.”® Amer-
ican travel writers were not merely finding justifications for domestic conti-
nental expansion abroad. They were not only using geographic metaphors to
universalize the contest between forces of metropolitan modernization and
those of tribal nomadism. These writers used representations of Bedouins to
structure their fantasies of national origins.

But Bhabha’s definition of stereotype does not fully account for the
multiple and often mutually exclusive positions the Bedouin occupies in
the drama of U.S. colonialism. Rather than being a node of fixity that is
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always already known and must be repeated, the Bedouin operates as a
mutable figure. The figurative range of interpretive possibilities that travel
writers attach to Bedouins destabilize the rhetorical arguments they enlist
the figure to support. Travel writers may have used the Arab Bedouin
to create stereotypes of American Indians, but the Bedouin figure itself
remains fluid. In order to analyze the motion between foreign archetype
and domestic stereotype, I am arguing that the Bedouin represents a fig-
ura of the primitive in the drama of nation building.”

The word figura has been associated with new manifestations of the
familiar since its original employment in pre-Christian Roman docu-
ments. Erich Auerbach points out that “the changing aspect of the per-
manent runs throughout the whole history of the word.” Consistent over
time and transportable across location, the figura works as a plastic form,
amenable to any number of localized national identity politics even as it
translates those politics across a global imaginary. The Bedouin can and
does inhabit multiple positions in a range of different narratives of nation
formation—Native American, Abrahamic patriarch, Argentine gaucho,
Mongol invader.® The Bedouin is amenable to this range of identities pre-
cisely because of the figura’s transformational properties. Ibn Khaldun,
for instance, uses the Bedouin to articulate a theory of tribal affiliation
that could be applied to historical actors who were not themselves Bed-
ouins but rather were nomadic Turkic peoples. In the nineteenth-century,
American writers used the figure of the Bedouin to describe the fate of
American Indians. The figura constantly introduces a new formation into
the familiar form. The figura is model and copy, archetype and replica.

The young Swiss explorer Johann Ludwig Burckhardt was a major
source of information about Bedouins for nineteenth-century travel writ-
ers. Trained as an Arab linguist at Cambridge and employed by the Brit-
ish exploration group the African Association, Burckhardt represents the
academic-oriented ethos of Eastern discovery that seized Westerners in
the nineteenth century. He had a profound influence on those who fol-
lowed him east, especially Stephens. Burckhardt’s own biography is brief
but eventful. He “discovered” Petra in 1812, penetrated Mecca dressed as
a poor Syrian merchant the year following, and died of dysentery in Cairo
while awaiting a caravan for the Fezzan in 1817. Stephens read Burck-
hardt’s posthumously published books with the keen eye of a man who
knew he would be traveling through the same foreign spaces. Stephens’s
own impressions of Bedouin culture were colored by Burckhardt’s earlier
account of traveling through the Arabian Desert.
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Burckhardt’s Notes on the Bedouins and Wahabys, published in 1831,
offers a telling description of the Aeneze tribe. Burckhardt begins by dis-
associating the Aenezes from other Bedouin tribes and ends by establish-
ing the figure of the Bedouin as the ideal of freedom and independence.

The following sketches relate exclusively to the Aenezes; these are the only
true Bedouin nation of Syria while the other Arab tribes in the neighbour-
hood of this country have, more or less, degenerated in manners; several
being reduced to subjection, while the free-born Aeneze is still governed by
the same laws that spread over the Desert at the beginning of the time of
the Mohammedan era.>

As Burckhardt’s “true Bedouin,” the Aeneze model the traditional culture and
natural freedom by which other Bedouin tribes must be judged. The arche-
type of tradition and freedom, the Bedouin figure was a natural rhetorical
pairing with the Native Indian of North America, and Burckhardt indicates
as much when he compares their respective methods of tracking footsteps,
“a talent the Bedouins posses, in common with the free Indians of Amer-
ica” (Notes, 1:374). Natural freedom and traditional cultural practices were,
of course, the rhetorical engines driving noble savage theories about Native
Indians in the American context, and Stephens could not have missed the
connection. Burckhardt defines the Bedouin type by his spatial context, the
desert. For Stephens, penetrating the Arabian Desert allowed him to enact
several different American settler archetypes: the frontiersman, the primitive
the frontiersman was displacing, and the covenantal colonist.

Travel writers who co-opted the Bedouin of the Arabian Desert for nar-
ratives about American settlement transformed the figure into both Indi-
ans and Jews. This double identity speaks to dueling narratives of Ameri-
can settler colonialism. The first is a discourse of settlement that empha-
sizes democratic American expansion. The second is a colonial discourse
of settlement that emphasizes covenantal American identity. Functioning
as a figura, the Bedouin of Near Eastern travel narratives, however, does
not ameliorate democracy and exceptionalism as much as it emphasizes
the discontinuities between these two visions of American colonialism.
Even as writers such as Stephens rhetorically employ the Bedouin to sup-
port visions of American progress and civilization, the archetypal figura
from which the figure is derived can simultaneously reveal haunting night-
mares of American ruin and savagery by pointing to other potential shapely
correspondences over time. Thus, the Bedouin-as-Indian analogy begs the
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American-settler-as-despotic-Turk analogy, and the Bedouin-as-living-
patriarch analogue transforms covenantal American settlers into potential
savages. When writers translated the Arab Bedouin into American geog-
raphies, they created narratives that did more than marginalize Native
Americans and authorize white Americans to take their land. They created
a range of reverberating relations between archetypes of American colonial-
ism, such as the savage, the Jew, the frontiersman, and the covenantal set-
tler. The echoes between these different figures threatened to undercut the
logic of racial nationalism and to reveal other potential visions of America,
as well as other interpretations of continental colonialism.

The Savage

The use of Indians to locate American readers’ sense of national identity
in descriptions of the Near East remained commonplace in the genre Ste-
phens initiated in 1837 and Mark Twain exhausted in his 1871 sardonic
send-up Innocents Abroad.” At first glance, locators of insular national
identity politics, such as Indians, in exotic contact narratives seem to
naturalize American continental expansion by projecting the rhetori-
cal premises of continental imperialism across a global field.** Stephens,
describing his progress through the desert separating Egypt from the
Holy Land proper, announces,

In the present state of the world, it is an unusual thing to travel a road over
which hundreds have not passed before. Europe, Asia and even the sands
of Africa, have been overrun and trodden down by the feet of travelers;
but in the land of Idumea, the oldest country in the world, the aspect of
everything is new and strange, and the very sands you tread on have never
been trodden by the feet of civilized human beings. The Bedouin roams
over them like the Indian on our native prairies. (Incidents, 284)

Differentiating between civilized and uncivilized feet allows Stephens to
employ landscape descriptions of the Near East to make claims about the
natural expansion of “American” space. Stephens uses the figure of the
Bedouin to establish/expand the literal ground of the United States. He
announces that the Bedouin roams over the sands of Idumea (Edom) “like
the Indian on our native prairies” (emphasis mine). Stephens employs the
hypermasculine voice that has been associated with the Western explorer
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since Mary Louise Pratt’s foundational work theorizing travel narratives
as contact narratives.® But the claims to ownership of the U.S. frontier
that he establishes through his “seeing eye” have more to do with the con-
text of his national affiliation than with gender politics.

Sarah Rogers Haight was a contemporary of Stephens, as well as a fel-
low New Yorker and a prominent socialite. She was also the wife of Rich-
ard Haight, who was president of the American Oriental Society and a
contributor to its journal. Sarah Rogers Haight joined her husband on one
of his Oriental journeys, producing two highly readable volumes of epis-
tles entitled Letters from the Old World. Sarah Rogers Haight’s account
was meant to be a counterweight to her husband’s impressions, and the
book was aimed largely at women who shared her social class. At the out-
set of her narrative, Haight tells her readers that she has accompanied her
husband on his Eastern jaunt as civilizing and feminizing influence. Her
class pretentions aside, Haight clearly enjoys roughing it, delighting in
the “novel and amusing” mode of travel in the Arabian Desert, where, she
explains, “a hundred little incidents occur daily ... which I never would
have experienced when rolling over the Macadamized roads of Europe
in a well-appointed chariot and four.” Despite the difference in gender,
audience, and purpose of trip, Haight and Stephens use the Bedouin to
make similar claims about the American frontier. Commenting on the
Arab tribes she encounters near the Valley of Jordan, Haight writes, “They
live in rude tents, and are as wild in their appearance as the savages of our
Far West” (Letters, 2:130, emphasis mine).

Stephens and Haight both convert the Native Indian into an interloper
on “native” American prairies through a kind of rhetorical shell game that
dismisses Indian claims to the land even as it acknowledges Indian presence
on the land. The figures these writers use to compare Bedouin and Indian
bear close scrutiny. The associative logic of simile (“like” and “as”) transfers
the Bedouin into a figurative American space and the Indian into a figura-
tive Near Eastern space, but it also transforms the literal North American
frontier into white American space. Stephens and Haight offer geographical
visions of the Near East that extenuate an emerging domestic discourse on
the vanishing American Indian. “A vague and self-justifying form of social
Darwinism,” explains Arnold Krupat, “this dominant ideology (from per-
haps 1830 or so until as recently as 1934) claimed as a necessity of nature the
ascension of Indian savagery to white civilization.™ American writers of
different political persuasions bifurcated the discourse of savagism into on
one hand a rhetoric that claimed Indians were unredeemable savages and
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on the other a rhetoric that posited Indians as noble savages. The upshot of
both strains of savagism is a teleological view of history whereby Indians are
doomed to disappear. But, as Michael Rogin details in Fathers and Children,
when contact with Indians became more infrequent in the experiences of
white Americans, the symbolic importance of Indians to white Americans’
sense of national identity increased. The discourse of savagism insisted on
the disappearance of Indians while simultaneously licensing their incorpo-
ration into the national symbolic.

American discourses on the fading native naturalized the removal of
physical Indians from the frontier at the same time that it supported the
nostalgic preservation of Indians through representational modes that
abstracted them from material American culture. One of the most signifi-
cant and telling examples is the “Indian Gallery” paintings that the self-
taught artist George Catlin undertook in the 1830s. Expressing the desire
to “lend a hand to a dying nation” by rescuing “from a hasty oblivion
what could be saved for the benefit of posterity,” the Pennsylvania lawyer-
turned-painter claimed that his paintings were “preserving” the North
American Indians’ “primitive looks and customs.™ The first American
artist to record the Plains Indians in their own territories, Catlin initially
traveled up the Mississippi into Indian Territory with General William
Clark in 1830 and then continued his travels through various Indian coun-
tries in the years 1831-1837. After completing his project, Catlin exhibited
his portraits in major cities along the Ohio River and on the East Coast,
from 1837 to 1839, precisely the time when Stephens’s book was selling
through its first few editions. The more than five hundred oil paintings in
Catlin’s “Indian Gallery” forcefully express his belief, stated explicitly in
his journals, that the encounter on the American frontier between whites
and Indians was resulting in the permanent destruction of Indian culture.”
The rhetorical overlap between the “disappearing” Indians evoked by Cat-
lin’s contact with the U.S. frontier and the “disappearing” Indians invoked
by Stephens’s contact with the Arabian Desert demonstrates the relation-
ship between representing the Indian and representing the Bedouin in
American discourse. U.S. readers in the mid-nineteenth century were told
repeatedly and through multiple mediums that they could look at primi-
tive Bedouins and see Indians, but also that they could look at primitive
Indians and see Bedouins. Catlin’s “Indian Gallery” paintings also, how-
ever, indicate the difference between Indian stereotype and Bedouin figura.

The Indian mimicry of white ways is the theme of one of Catlin’s paint-
ings, a portrait of a man named Wi-Jun-Jon (figure 5). The canvas is split
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into two panels. The left panel depicts the Indian before his trip to Washing-
ton, D.C. In it, Wi-Jun-Jon dresses traditionally and faces the viewer with a
look of solemnity. The right half of the canvas displays Wi-Jun-Jon after his
visit to Washington, D.C. He is attired in white American fashion, a top hat
has replaced his headdress, an umbrella has replaced his pipe, and coat and
pants have replaced his traditional garb. In this latter representation, Wi-
Jun-Jon’s back faces the viewer, and as a final statement on his corruption,
two bottles of liquor can be seen protruding from his rear pockets.

The painting is a dramatic example of how nostalgia discursively privi-
leges Catlin’s Indians at the same time that it normalizes their physical
removal from the modern world. The painting mocks Wi-Jun-Jon’s entrance
into American society under the guise of lamenting the loss of authentic
Indian cultural identity. Catlin’s depiction of Wi-Jun-Jon posits the Indian
as a colonial stereotype whose identity is permanently fixed. Despite the
Indian’s attempts at assimilation, he remains trapped in his “otherness.” He
adheres to Bhabha’s definition of stereotype, which insists that the difference
between the “other” of colonial discourse and the colonizer must remain
intact no matter what the behavior or attributes of the colonized subject.
Bhabha argues that the consistency of the other and his continued produc-
tion of an “inappropriate” mimicry of the colonizer provides the continuing
justification for the “civilizing” project of colonialism. The “ambivalence” of
the colonial stereotype means that the Native Indian is not only premodern
savage doomed to eradication by the advance of America’s civilizing enter-
prise but also noble progenitor of an authentic American identity.

However, when Catlin’s representation of the Indian is contextualized
by Near Eastern travel narratives, the figure ceases to operate as a colo-
nial stereotype. The American Indian was just one of multiple archetypes
of the primitive that Jackson-era writers explored and often connected
to one another. The connections between “primitive” peoples charted by
Near Eastern travel writers produced justifications for western expansion
through global analogy, but they also displayed the desire to map Ameri-
can destiny through Biblical geography. Thus, the American Indian was
often associated with the Jew and in some cases argued to be a descen-
dant of the lost tribes of Israel. Near Eastern travel narratives simply mir-
rored domestic settler narratives and their tendency to look at American
space and see Biblical space. In domestic settler narratives, the covalence
of American space and Biblical space provided typologies that naturalized
colonialism through Biblical analogy. However, the projection of these
settler typologies back into Near Eastern geographies created looping



Figure 5. George Catlin, Pigeon’s Egg Head (The Light), Going to and Returning
from Washington (1837-39), oil on canvas, 29 x 24 in. Reproduced with permis-
sion from Smithsonian American Art Museum, Washington, D.C.
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relations between Indians and Bedouins and Jews, and Indians and white
settlers, and Jews and Bedouins.

The Biblical Patriarch

Catlin was close friends with the most prominent American Jew of the
nineteenth century, the journalist, entrepreneur, diplomat, playwright, and
proto-Zionist Mordecai Manuel Noah. The two former Pennsylvania law-
yers exchanged letters often, and during an 1837 lecture that Noah held at
New York’s Clinton Hall titled The Evidences of the American Indians Being
the Descendants of the Lost Tribes of Israel, Noah read from one of Catlin’s
missives. “The first thing that strikes a traveler in an Indian country as evi-
dence of their being of Jewish origin, (and it is certainly a very forcible one),”
Catlin wrote, “is the striking resemblance which they generally bear in con-
tour, expression of head, to those people.” “In their modes and customs,”
the letter continues, “there are many striking resemblances, and perhaps as
proof, they go much further than mere personal resemblance.” Noah used
Catlin’s comments as supporting evidence for his thesis. “If these are the
remnants of the nine and a half tribes which were carried into Assyria,” asks
Noah of the Indians, “and if we are to believe in all the promises of restora-
tion, and the fulfillment of the prophecies, respecting the final advent of the
Jewish nation, what is to become of these our red brethren, whom we are
driving before us so rapidly, that a century more will find them lingering on
the borders of the Pacific ocean?” (Evidences, 37).

Noah’s appeal to his New York audience dovetails the language of Prot-
estant millennialist eschatology and Democratic expansionist ideology.
Noah skillfully manages to capture the figurative assumptions of both
salvationism and savagism through his own act of exegetical interpreta-
tion about “the final advent of the Jewish nation.” In effect, Noah borrows
the premises of a domestic narrative about American settlers’ covenantal
identity and uses it to argue for the Jewish colonization of the Holy Land.
Noah’s plea for sympathy for the “red brethren” is a rhetorical prop. The
real aim of the talk is to raise “12 or 13 million with the co-operation
of England and France” in order to “purchase Syria from the Egyptian
Pasha” (Evidences, 39-40) and to install a Jewish state in the Near East.
As to the fate of the material Indians whom Noah deploys in the service
of his extracontinental colonial ambitions, their physical presence in the
new Jewish state is extraneous to their symbolic role in its establishment.
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“Possibly, the restoration may be near enough,” Noah concludes with per-
siflage, “to include even a portion of these interesting people” (Evidences,
37). Though he nominally laments the dislocation of Indians to the mar-
gins of the physical nation, the result of Noah’s assumptions about the
frontier is the inscription of Indian removal into his prospective vision of
the American West. This prospective vision of American space, in turn,
licenses the purchase of Near Eastern land from Mohammad Ali for a
Jewish state. Mirroring the translation of Bedouins into American geog-
raphies, Noah translates the Indian into a Near Eastern geography in an
effort to claim a colonial mandate.

The difference between the figures of speech Noah uses to compare Indi-
ans and Jews and those Stephens and Haight use to compare Indians and
Bedouins is significant. In Noah’s account, Indians are not like Israelites; they
are Israelites. Because the substitution is literal, Noah can directly conflate
a narrative of Zionism with a narrative of American colonialism. Whereas
Stephens and Haight use similes to translate Bedouin Arabs into visions of
American continental colonialism, Noah reads Indians as Jews to make an
argument for Jewish colonialism in the Ottoman-controlled Near East.

Figurative discourses on American space had a profound influence on
the material history of American colonization. Both Noah and Stephens
were members of Tammany Hall, and both were active in mid-nineteenth-
century New York City Democratic politics. They may or may not have
come into contact at the Hall’s “wigwam” in the 1830s and 40s. Neverthe-
less, they share a larger Jackson-era propensity to map American identi-
ties through reference to Biblical figures. For the American traveler in the
Near East, though, contact with Biblical space often disturbed the settler
metaphors culled from Biblical analogy, providing other possible configu-
rations of the colonizer-colonized relationship. Stephens, in his own travel
account, often refers to Bedouin Arabs as appearing unchanged from the
pages of the Bible. Describing contemporary Bedouins, Stephens draws on
the familiar Biblical patriarch.

In fact the life of the Bedouin, his appearance and his habits, are precisely
the same as those of the patriarchs of old. Abraham himself, the first of
the patriarchs, was a Bedouin, and four thousand years have not made the
slightest alteration in the character of these extraordinary people. Read of
the patriarchs in the Bible, and it is the best description you can have of
pastoral life in the East at the present day. (Incidents, 214)
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If the substitution of Bedouins for Native Americans underwrote narra-
tive visions of America’s national future, the substitution of Bedouins for
Biblical patriarchs evoked narrative visions of a prenational past.

Since the outset of seventeenth-century Puritan colonial settlement,
narrative conflations of Biblical geography and New World geography have
been instrumental to establishing a uniquely American subjectivity. Before
the Arabella had ever touched New World shores, John Winthrop delivered
a sermon on its deck, prefiguring the wilderness of America as a chiliastic
New Jerusalem: “Wee shall finde that the God of Israell is among us, when
ten of us shall be able to resist a thousand of our enemies; when hee shall
make us a prayse and glory that men shall say of succeeding plantations,
‘the Lord make it likely that of New England.”® Utilizing exegetical meth-
ods of interpretation, Puritan leaders mapped Biblical geographical names
onto the landscape of the New World and transformed a physically foreign
milieu into a familiar one. This invocation of Biblical geography created
a recognizable figure of colonial American nationalism, the covenantal
settler. Narratives that manifested the Biblical Near East in America con-
firmed and amplified the link between the exceptional status of the Jews
and their covenantal relationship with God and the exceptional status of
the Puritan community and its relationship to God.

These early American writers, in the process of identifying their com-
munity’s uncertain destiny with the destiny of well-known Biblical fig-
ures, established the presence of the Near East in America as simultane-
ously tropic and literal. The exegetical imposition of a Near Eastern map
onto the physical American landscape established imaginary historical
contiguities between Puritan settlers and Biblical Israelites. Transoce-
anic metonyms translated the Old Testament into geographies of New
World fulfillment. As John Winthrop insists, Puritans were settling “a
citty upon a hill,” not exiling themselves in a “howling wilderness.” Geo-
graphical metaphors, in other words, created the figurative ground of the
New World. This strand of religious rhetoric was far from obsolete once
America became the secular United States. The rhetoric of covenant was
just as integral to continental expansion as was the secular rhetoric about
democracy and progress. Hilton Obenzinger points out that Protestant
doctrines on the Jews “provided originary models for America’s narratives
of continuing settlement and expansion: if the elect though cursed ur-
nation of Israel could be restored, so too could fallen Anglo-America, the
typological new Jews, be ‘restored’ as a racialized chosen people.”™ White
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continental settlers who assumed the tropic status of a “racialized chosen”
created an alibi for Indian removal.

But if the Bedouin was associated with both Indian and Biblical patri-
arch in American travel narratives, then a conundrum arises. How could
the Bedouin be substituted for the racial other, the typological Indian, to
be removed by westward expansion and be a living stand-in for the racially
privileged remover, the typological new Jew of America? As a simultane-
ous mythical father and literal indigene, the Bedouin figure brings Amer-
ica’s colonial and national narratives to a logical impasse. In the displaced
tableaus of American destiny located in these travel narratives, the figura’s
evocation of shapely correspondences rather than direct transformations
allows several narratives to compete for attention without eclipsing one
another. Biblical figures created American ground, but contemporary
Near Eastern figures had to be distinguished from American figures
because the comparison ultimately underwrote America’s exceptional dif-
ference. This difference between Near Eastern and American figure sup-
ported America’s geographical narrative of fulfillment, which stood in
contrast to a consistent narrative of Near Eastern ruin to be found in the
genre.

The figura of the Bedouin, with its spectral replicas of primitives and
uncanny doubling of origins, however, presented American readers with a
series of potentially disruptive intercultural relations. As figura, the Bed-
ouin connects not only savages to Biblical patriarchs, and Indians to Jews,
but also American settlers to savages, as well as American colonialism to
the Ottoman Empire. Whether or not contemporary readers recognized
these potential contaminations of distinct settler binaries, they are there
for us to recognize. The transpositions of Near East and America that
allow travel writers to establish associations between Bedouin and Indian
(“like our Native Indians”) simultaneously conjure the possibility of a
host of associative connections between American continental expansion
and Ottoman colonialism, as well as between Andrew Jackson and the
Egyptian pasha Mohammad Ali. These potential alternative perspectives
on the United States and its policy of westward expansion open up an
imaginative space in the travel genre for subversive visions of U.S. geogra-
phy and historical destiny to become visible through a form of Orientalist
gazing. I want to explore that space and elaborate on the possibilities for
reinterpreting the terms of American identity through the latent imagi-
naries it harbors.
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Doubles and Reversals

Thence we traveled to Ma’an, which is the last town in Syria, and

descended through the Pass of al-Sawan into the desert of which the

saying goes “He who enters it is lost, and he who leaves it is born.”
—Ibn Battutah, RiHla*

In the quotation that opens this section, Ibn Battutah offers a perspec-
tive on origins that differs in kind from Euro-American narratives of
romantic nationalism. It is culled from a Bedouin proverb about the
desert space that Stephens was to traverse some five hundred years after
the Moroccan adventurer. Whereas narratives of romantic nationalism
focus on the collective search for origins in a primordial past, Battutah’s
quotation emphasizes the personal struggle with the primordial space
of the desert—“he who enters it is lost, and he who leaves it is born.”
Ibn Battutah’s own literary career in the West had been born only about
a decade before Stephens departed for the East. Though Ibn Battutah’s
riHla of his journey (lasting close to thirty years and covering over
seventy-three thousand miles across an Islamic world that extended
from North Africa to China and included India and parts of Europe)
had been transcribed by Ibn Juzayy in the middle of the fourteenth cen-
tury, the book had been unknown outside the Islamic countries until
the nineteenth century. In 1829, Samuel Lee, a British Orientalist, pub-
lished the first English translation of Ibn Battutah’s riHla, based on an
abridgement of the narrative that Burckhardt had acquired in Egypt
close to twenty years earlier.

Stephens’s weak health, foreign status, and dependence on Alouin
tribal guides whom he did not trust made his own trip across the Sinai
desert an arduous one. But, as if fulfilling the Bedouin proverb, when he
emerged from the shifting sands of desolation dressed not as an Ameri-
can traveler but as the Cairo merchant Abdel Hassis, Stephens had lost
one identity and been born into another one. “Indeed, I played the Turk
well,” announces Stephens, “and, if I could have talked their language,
dressed as a Turk, they could not have judged from my appearance that I
had ever been outside the walls of old Istanbul” (Incidents, 224—25). There
was no question of passing for Stephens, of course, and the language
which he did not speak was translated for him by his constant man ser-
vant, a Maltese dragoman named Paul. The purpose of Stephens’s change
of clothes and performance of “Turk” identity is closer to minstrelsy than
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passing. But in “playing the Turk” in the Sinai desert, Stephens brings
the connection between American imperialism and Ottoman imperial-
ism into sharp focus. Stephens does not dress as the subaltern Bedouin;
he dresses as the hegemonic Turk—leaving the “Bedouin shirt” for his
“man” Paul to wear.

The comparison between Turkish and American hegemon latent in
Stephens’s text is in keeping with the manifest connections Stephens
makes between Bedouins and Indians. “Mohammad Ali had endeav-
ored to reduce these children of the desert under his iron rule,” Stephens
explains in reference to the Bedouins of Sinai, “but the free spirit of the
untameable could not brook this invasion of their independence” (Inci-
dents, 170). Though Stephens offers Ali as an example of hegemony and
the Bedouin as an example of romantic resistance to tyranny, a mid-
nineteenth-century American reader might as easily substitute Indian for
Bedouin here and be left contemplating the politics of Indian removal In
his treatment of Near Eastern space and Ottoman colonial structures, Ste-
phens employs recognizable Orientalist tropes that have a tendency, ret-
rospectively, to boomerang into critiques of American imperialism. The
Near Eastern travel genre’s sympathetic identifications with the Bedouin’s
plight, even when they appear in suspect idealizations of the fading indi-
gene, have unruly consequences when these Bedouins are translated into
American space and transformed into Indians. The Bedouin reference has
the potential to transform the American geography of modernization into
a geography of despotic dispossession. The analogy linking Bedouins and
Native Indians, in other words, threatened to mark Americans as Turkish
despots seizing land from brave indigenes.

There is a long history in American Orientalism, stretching back to the
Federal era, of labeling American “extremist” and/or autocratic political
figures “Turks.* While this particular form of critique does not rupture
any of the cultural prejudices or racial binaries inherent in Orientalist dis-
course, it does demonstrate that Orientalist imagery was often mustered in
the service of anti-imperial politics. Rather than unambiguously promoting
U.S. continental expansion, Near Eastern travel narratives also dramatize
the cultural cost of modernization in America by projecting expansionary
anxieties onto their presentations of Arab peoples, Bedouin culture, and
Ottoman colonial relations. It is not only that romanticizing the Bedouin
had implications that were discontinuous with Indian removal, for domes-
tic discourse also romanticized the Indian. It is also true that the Near East
provided a literary space where colonial dramas could be played out with



Pentimento Geographies 91

neutral actors, and readers could identify the stakes in imperial expansion
without overtly engaging in domestic politics.

There is, of course, no question that Muhammad Ali and Andrew Jack-
son were confronting quite disparate historical circumstances and con-
trolling quite distinct political machineries. But nevertheless, the land-
scape of Mohammad Ali’s Egypt and the landscape of Andrew Jackson’s
United States were undergoing similar material changes in the 1820s and
3083 Thus, Ali’s modern nation-building measures offer an enticing par-
allel to U.S. nation building during the period. Stephens’s criticism of Ali’s
despotic acquisitiveness and his authoritarian pugnacity, in turn, offers a
potential critique of the democratic failures of Andrew Jackson’s policies.
For example, Stephens gives a lengthy description of Ali’s “extermination”
of and “treachery” toward the Mamelukes, a description that could eas-
ily describe Jackson’s slaughter of the Seminole Indians of Florida in the
ongoing Seminole War or his backsliding promises to the Choctaw in the
recently concluded Creek War. Stephens then goes on to say,

Since that time [Ali] has had Egypt quietly to himself; he has attacked and
destroyed the Wahabees on the Red Sea, and subdued the countries above the
Cataracts of the Nile, to Sennar and Dongola. He has been constantly aim-
ing at introducing European improvements; he has raised and disciplined an
army according to European tactics; increased the revenues, particularly by
introducing the culture of cotton; and has made Egypt, from the Mediter-
ranean to the Cataracts, as safe for the traveler as the streets of New York. It
remains to be seen whether, after all, he has not done more harm than good,
and whether the miserable and oppressed condition of his subjects does not
counterbalance all the good that he has done for Egypt. (Incidents, 25)

Ali’s territorial acquisitiveness was consistent in many ways with the
U.S. policy of territorial expansion at its borders, a policy that was justi-
fied by the rhetoric—mouthed by Jackson himself—of “subduing” Indian
tribal threats to American border integrity and acquiring access to the
natural resources necessary for white settler economies. The fact that Ali
was engaging in some of the same nation-building tactics as Jackson by
“subduing” a Wahabee tribal threat and acquiring access to the natural
resources of the Nile may or may not have been lost on a mid-nineteenth-
century American reading audience that included many inclined toward
models of Republican restraint in relation to the frontier. The refer-
ence to “the streets of New York,” where prominent Republican-minded
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individuals such as Philip Hone, Noah Webster, and Thomas Cole lived,
only makes the connection between American destiny and Near Eastern
space more vivid, however, for present-day readers.

American travelers often described the despotism of Muhammad Ali
in order to highlight the enlightened democratic model of expansionism
practiced by the U.S. government?® “The canal of Alexandria is a noble
work for this semi-barbarous country,” writes Haight, “but the manner
of its construction was one of wholesale iniquity, and none but the most
hardened tyrant would have conceived of the idea” (Letters, 94). Haight’s
dismissal of Ali’s material modernization of the Egyptian landscape is in
keeping with Stephens’s suspicions about the railroad coming to Sinai.
Ali’s claim to be a modernizer, Haight suggests, is speciously built on
models of tyranny and despotism. Significantly, whereas Stephens had
mentioned the “tameness of a cotton factory” in passing, Haight puts a
fine point on the market anxiety submerged in Stephens’s account of
Egyptian modernization. She indicates that the completion of the Alexan-
dria canal means that “the forty miles of the canal. .. were navigated by
cotton bags in an incredibly short space of time” (Letters, 96). As a com-
petitor to U.S. cotton, Egyptian cotton posed a threat that both Stephens
and Haight eagerly dismiss.

The chiastic relation between America and the Ottoman Empire estab-
lished in these travel narratives, however, draws attention to the connec-
tion, not the difference, between the American and the Ottoman version
of imperialism. Narratives about the European settlers’ colonial mis-
sion in the New World, as well as white America’s midcentury colonial
expansionism, evidence in both Stephens’s and Haight’s descriptions of
Ottoman colonialism in the Near East. “The modern Pharaoh,” Haight
announces in reference to Ali, “has but to will it, and any scheme, however
visionary, is immediately put en train; and if he has not the Children of
the Captivity to make bricks for him, the Land of Goshen still teems with
slaves quite as degraded and oppressed as the ancient Israelites” (Letters,
95). Though Haight’s ironic tone is meant to emphasize the gap between
Ali’s title as modernizer and his “antiquated” practice of employing slave
labor, the irony extends to a critique of the American system of farming
cotton through slave labor. Haight’s quip does not ironize Ali as much
as it ironizes America’s claim to be the New Israel in the face of its own
pharaonic practices of slavery.
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Reading Orientalism against the Grain

The translation of Near Eastern racial tropes into American space under-
wrote the rhetoric of settler colonialism both in the prenational and
postnational periods. When American figures are used to re-create Near
Eastern ground, however, the categories of racial difference these fig-
ures create begin to be infiltrated by their figurative doubles and ghosts.
Reversing the relationship between Biblical figure and American ground,
Haight describes how she will reimagine the Nile through the vehicle of
“our noble Hudson” once she returns to America. “Should perchance, an
Indian be seen gliding past on his canoe, or stealing his way among the
trees, then indeed would the illusion be complete; and the swarthy son
of Shem, like the Nubian on his raft of reeds, or sauntering among the
columns of Philae’s ruins, would, by adding reality to fancy, give the last
finishing touches to the picture” (Letters, 171). In her pictorial prevision
of the Hudson as Nile, Haight associates the Indian, whom she marks as
the “swarthy son of Shem,” not with the Bedouin but with the Nubian.
A sight of the Indian on the Hudson, in other words, is analogous to the
sight of a Nubian on the Nile, and the effect adds “reality to fancy.” Using
the description “sauntering,” Haight implicitly associates the Nubian with
the Christian pilgrims from whom the word saunter (Sainte-Terre: Holy-
Lander) is derived” A number of different people can inhabit the position
of Holy-Lander, just as a number of different spaces can fill the figura-
tive role of the Holy Land. Thus, the association of Indian/Nubian adds
reality to the transposition of Hudson/Nile. But in the process, American
racial typologies are revealed to be labile. By associating Shem, the puta-
tive ancestor of the Semites, who included both Arabs and Jews, with the
Native American and the Native American in turn with the black Nubian
(in this model a descendant of Ham), Haight creates a nonhierarchical
chain of relations that depend on geographical context, not racial identity,
for their value. In other words, she presents racial identity not as essential,
immutable, and permanent but rather as figurative.

The translations of the Near East into American racial categories splin-
ter the material “Orient” from the representation of the “Orient” in the
U.S. context. But they also reveal American racial categories to be figura-
tive abstractions built out of a globalized imaginary of difference. If the
Indian is a swarthy son of Shem and American settlers identified with
Biblical Israel and Biblical Israelites, then a connective tissue—tenuous
enough but there—is established not only between Indians and white
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Americans but also between white Americans and Africans. Given the
fact that West African Muslims who were literate because of Quranic
training were also marked as Arabs and/or Moors on many antebellum
plantations, the construction of Arabness in nineteenth-century Ameri-
can racial discourse provides a trope where whites, Indians, and Africans
all circulate’® The figurative use of the term Arab to describe a range of
American outsiders, however provisional that use may be, offers an oppor-
tunity to imagine the transvaluing of nineteenth-century American racial
hierarchies from within the discourse of Orientalism.

The conflation of Near Eastern space with American space and the
refraction of American destiny through Orientalist tropes had conse-
quences that are discontinuous with “democratic” justifications of white
advance into the American continent. These consequences were visible
to mid-nineteenth-century writers. For instance, when the slave David F.
Dorr traveled with his master to Egypt and the Holy Land in the 1850s, he
employed a recognizably Orientalist mode of imperial gazing, but not in
the service of white hegemony. In the preface to A Colored Man round the
World, Dorr explains that he “has the satisfaction of looking with his own
eyes and reason at the ruins of the ancestors of which he is the posterity.”
Dorr repeats the white American traveler’s desire to link his own national
destiny with Biblical geography. That is, both Dorr and a writer such as
Stephens look past a Near Eastern present with living humans and func-
tioning societies in order to see their own past. Such visualizations proj-
ect Western narratives of identity onto Oriental space. But Dorr’s imperial
gaze operates not in the service of white settler colonialism but instead in
the service of a nascent Afro-Arab transnationalism that linked African
Americans to ancient Egyptians. Thus, Dorr explains, “If the ruins of the
author’s ancestors were not a living language of their scientific majesty,
this book could receive no such appellation with pride. Luxor, Carnack,
the Memnonian and the Pyramids make us exclaim “‘What monuments
of pride can surpass these?”” (CM, 11). Claiming the scientific legacy of
the Egyptians as African American cultural property, Dorr demonstrates
both his own intelligence (he has been reading the latest literature on
archaeology) and the black race’s historical claim to a tradition of inquiry
predating the white man’s scientific discoveries. Dorr’s reinterpretation of
the narrative meaning of the Near East from an American slave’s perspec-
tive reveals that the transnational imaginaries feeding American nation-
alisms could be simultaneously Orientalist and antihegemonic.*°
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The view of U.S. geographical destiny that appears in midcentury Near
Eastern travel narratives does not necessarily promote a Manifest Destiny
underpinned by racial nationalism. For example, the Mississippi River
was a common reference point for Americans traveling on the Nile, and,
as Scott Trafton argues, “the semiotic and ideological links between the
Nile and the Mississippi were formative links for the iconography of West-
ern expansion.™ While travelers from the North usually used the oppor-
tunity to comment on slavery in general, one traveler from the South saw,
in the Nile river economy, an opportunity to implicitly support the pecu-
liar institution. Randal W. MacGavock, Democratic mayor of Nashville,
personal friend of Jackson, and future Confederate army commander,
comments that on the Nile “the banks are low and caving, and the gen-
eral appearance of the country [is] very much like the lower Mississippi.™*
MacGavock does not stop with the physical similarities between the two
rivers; he moves on to remark that though this area, “the cotton region,”
of the Nile is poorly cultivated, “one of our southern planters might come
here, and . . . with our mode of cultivation produce the finest crop in the
world.™ The Southern mode of cultivation, of course, depended on slav-
ery, and MacGavock uses the Near East geography to justify its utility
in the American South, as well as to project American cultural practices
(and superiority) across a global geography.

Though Dorr too traveled on the Nile, he does not compare it to the
Mississippi. Rather, Dorr compares the Mississippi to a “taste” of the
Jordan River: “We took a bath in the Jordan, and tried some of its water
with eau de vie, and found it in quality like Mississippi water” (CM, 186).
Because the Israelites had made a difficult and hazardous journey from
slavery in Egypt to freedom in the promised land by crossing the Jordan,
the river had acquired folkloric value in antebellum African American
culture. Comparing the “quality” of Jordan with the “quality” of the Mis-
sissippi, Dorr may be making a subtle reference to the quality of freedom
both represent. The Jordan, rather than the Nile, serves as Dorr’s reference
point for a Mississippi River he himself had to cross to move from bond-
age, in Louisiana, into freedom, in Ohio.* In the Jordan passage, Dorr,
who throughout the text connects with the very same Egyptians who
enslaved the Israelites, identifies himself with the figurative position of a
people unjustly oppressed by a “princely” class. Dorr’s reference to Egyp-
tian princes who refused to release Israelites from slavery corresponds
with Phillis Wheatley’s invocation, over half a century earlier, in a letter to
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Samson Occam, of “our modern Egyptians” in reference to white owners
who denied their slaves freedom.*

Both references are part of a long tradition in African American dis-
course that explains the plight of Africans in America through the trope of
Israelites in Egypt. As the historian Michael Gomez explains, “the nature
of the identification was not always precise: at times it was associative and
turned on the notion of parallel experiences; at other times it was appro-
priative, driven by the conviction that what was recorded was prophetic
and predictive of both a time to come and a time that had already come.™*
Metonymic and metaphoric connections between African Americans
and Israelites both circulated in African American discourse: the former
naturalized the African presence in America through association, and the
latter naturalized black extracontinental colonialism through transforma-
tion. But whether the African-descended population in America was fig-
ured in these discourses as like the Hebrews or directly as Hebrews, the
effect was the same: using figurative interpretation to ground the diaspora
in a recognizable history.

Dorr refers to his own master’s “princely promises” (CM, 12) to man-
umit him after the completion of their three-year journey abroad—
promises that were not kept. But whereas Dorr’s reference is associative,
black-nationalist writers such as Martin Delany used appropriation. Con-
juring Egypt in his 1859 novel of slave insurrection, Blake; or, The Huts
of America, Delany positions black slaves as Israelites on the threshold of
deliverance.” Describing the novel’s hero, Henry, and his spreading of the
spirit of slave insurrection, Delany writes, “from plantation to plantation
did he go, sowing the seeds of future devastation and ruin to the master
and redemption to the slave, an antecedent more terrible in its anticipa-
tion than the warning voice of the destroying Angel in commanding the
slaughter of the firstborn of Egypt.*® Positioning the white master as the
Egyptian oppressor, Delany taps the same rhetoric of victimization and
divine covenant that early American settlers and contemporary propo-
nents of continental expansion deployed through exegesis. But he trans-
lates this rhetoric of white privilege into the language of a nascent black
nationalism. At another moment in Blake, following the marriage of a
slave couple by a black clergyman, the parson addresses a song to the slave
women in the audience. “Daughters of Zion! Awake from thy sadness!”
the parson exclaims. “Awake for thy foes shall oppress thee no more”
(Blake, 156). These women are not like daughters of Zion; they are daugh-
ters of Zion. The means to end white oppression of the black population
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in Delany’s text is not only revolution but also a colonization specifically
modeled on Zionism.

Delany’s vision of ethnic nationalism is both antiracist and proimpe-
rial. This is the case not only in Delany’s novel but also in his political
treatise The Condition, Elevation, Emigration and Destiny of the Colored
People of the United States (1852). The novel focuses on the seizure of Cuba
by violent means and the transformation of the Caribbean island into a
black nation, and the treatise focuses on an expedition to East Africa that
promises to elevate and enlighten Africans. The Condition even raises the
possibility of building a trans-African continental railroad. In The Condi-
tion, Delany explicitly connects his vision of black nationalism and the
importance of rhetorically co-opting the figure of the Jew. “There have in
all ages, in almost every nation, existed a nation within a nation,” Delany
explains. “Such also are the Jews, scattered throughout not only the length
and breadth of Europe, but almost the habitable globe, maintaining their
national characteristics, and looking forward in high hopes of seeing
the day when they may return to their former national position of self-
government and independence.” As Paul Gilroy has pointed out, “Delany
looks immediately to Jewish experience of dispersal as a model for com-
prehending the history of black Americans, and more significantly still,
cites this history as a means to focus his own Zionist proposals for black
American colonization of Nicaragua and elsewhere.”°

Delany’s black-nationalist readings of scripture are consistent with a
Jackson-era propensity to enunciate American destiny through Near East-
ern figures. Delany’s co-option of the language of Zionism came at the end
of a period of American continental expansion. This expansion was driven,
in large part, by a rhetoric that harnessed the figure of the Israelite to drive
the nation’s colonial aspirations and to justify its imperial actions against
a people of color. The rhetorical reversal of the roles of Israelite and Egyp-
tian in Delany’s writing was part of his revolutionary strategy. In Blake, the
political arithmetic that Henry offers his wife, Maggie, as a lesson evidences
this strategy. “Whatever liberty is worth to the whites, it is worth to the
blacks,” Henry explains. “Therefore whatever it cost the whites to obtain it,
the blacks will be willing and ready to pay” (192). Far from reproducing a
narrative of American exceptionalism garbed as African American excep-
tionalism, Delany’s focus on the Jew is part and parcel of his global contex-
tualization of the traffic in another diaspora, African slaves.

Dorr can hardly be described as espousing the same black-nationalist
politics as Delaney in his conflation of blacks and Israelites. By playing both
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sides of the Israelite/Egyptian fence, however, Dorr does co-opt Near East
figures for his own vision of American destiny. He uses these Near East-
ern figures to represent himself as both hegemon and subaltern, as enslaved
and enslaver, as oppressor and oppressed. Through the vehicle of the Near
East, Dorr reveals the overlapping and contradictory colonial positions with
which American travelers in general identified In a complex moment in
Dorr’s narrative, he tells the reader of his desire to see beneath a Turkish
woman’s veil. When he is told by his guide that this is impossible, a discus-
sion ensues in which Dorr dabbles with the idea of purchasing the woman.
Informed that that too is impossible because he is not a Muslim, Dorr offers
to extend the requisite sum to his guide so he can purchase the woman. “He
said he did not know how it could be done,” Dorr continues. “I asked him
if he thought the girl would admire me; he had no doubt about that, and
added, I need not have any uneasiness about that, as I could make her love
me after she was mine, she was obliged to obey me after Turkish laws, and no
man can change the laws but Abdul Medjid, the Sultan” (CM, 123-24). Pro-
miscuously playing with the power to buy and sell humans, Dorr provides
a subtle critique of American slavery by establishing an Orientalist form of
gazing. In effect, Dorr conflates the dissipated, corrupt, and despotic rule of
the Turkish sultan with the rule of law in the American South. Both are pro-
vincial and absolutist, and both subject human beings to the will of others,
stripping them of their humanity. But Dorr also uses this encounter with
Turkish culture to demonstrate that a black man has the same freedom of
movement, ability to gaze, and power to purchase as a white man does.

In A Colored Man round the World, Dorr focuses not on the collective
deprivations of slavery but on his individual talents as equal or superior to
any white man. In the face of narratives that insist on the black man’s sav-
agery and primitiveness, Dorr uses Egypt to establish a historical continuity
for his own sophistication, education, and power. At the end of his preface
to A Colored Man round the World, Dorr tells the reader about his escape
from bondage in New Orleans and flight “westward, where ‘the star of
empire takes its way” (CM, 12). Echoing George Berkeley’s famous phrase,
Dorr uses the rhetoric of Manifest Destiny to undercut racial nationalism.
Dorr, who on the one hand identifies with Israelites in a moment of Afri-
can American nationalism and local resistance, on the other hand identi-
fies with Egyptians in a moment of pan-African internationalism that
celebrates Egyptian imperial power. Dorr demonstrates that alternatives
to hegemonic American geographical imaginations could become legible
through Orientalist representations of the Near East. Indeed, he shows that
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various interpretations of American empire lurked behind the images of the
Near East that American traveler writers projected out to their readers.

The American Frontiersman and Pentimento Petra

Writers of color such as Dorr used the Near Eastern travel genre to
establish a gentile masculinity that emphasized their mastery of leisure.
White writers such as Stephens were equally adamant about using the
Near Eastern milieu to establish their claim to a primitive masculinity
that emphasized hardship. The pinnacle of this hardship for Stephens
was his arduous and challenging journey through the Arabian Desert.
Stephens begins his travel narrative by acknowledging the effects of
technical modernization on the genre, concluding by marking his spe-
cific intervention:

In the present state of the world it is almost presumptuous to put forth a book
of travels. Universal peace and extended commercial relations, the intro-
duction of steamboats, and increased facilities of traveling generally, have
brought comparatively close together the most distant parts of the world; and
except within the walls of China, there are few countries which have not been
visited and written upon by European travelers. The author’s route, however,
is comparatively new to the most of his countrymen; part of it—through the
land of Edom—is, even at this day, entirely new. (Incidents, v)

The “epoch of annihilated space,” as Hawthorne was to put it in The Blithe-
dale Romance, threatened to make the discovery ethos of the travel narra-
tive hackneyeds* Stephens’s contribution to the crowded genre, however, is
his “new” route through the desert separating Egypt from the Holy Land
proper, what he marks as “Edom.” The most striking details of Stephens’s
account collect around his visit to the “lost” Arabian city of Petra, and he
makes much of his role as the first American to penetrate its enclave. So do
reviewers such as Poe* Unlike Egypt and the Holy Land, the Arabian Des-
ert was a space that did not possess a recoverable Western history. The time-
less desert under Stephens’s gaze enters into the historical flow of time that
was absent prior to the “civilized” Western man’s arrival. That is why, for
Stephens, Idumea (Edom) is both ancient and new, both “the oldest coun-
try in the world” and a place where “the aspect of everything is new and
strange” (Incidents, 284). The Eastern desert is unlike the Eastern city, with
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its layers of ancient empires and civilizations crowding the “seeing man’s”
vision, literally jostling his descriptions with the voices of those who have
come before him, described before him, conquered before him. In the urban
East, the Western man is always belated. Not so in the Eastern desert.

Petra, in particular, is a charged Orientalist icon in the mid-nineteenth
century. The city, historically inhabited by a Nabatean civilization whose
ancestors were from Arabia and whose modern descendants were Bedouin
Arabs, was formerly an important trading hub for Near Eastern caravans.
However, Petra had disappeared from Western consciousness for a millen-
nium and a half until Burckhardt brought it back into “history” by “discov-
ering” it in 1812. Since that date, the city held an eerie fascination for Euro-
peans and Americans alike, inspiring everything from adventurous travel-
ers to popular poetrys* The history of Petra that was introduced in 1812 was
a decidedly Orientalist history. For Americans in particular, Petra was not
only a well-exploited popular symbol of empire and ruin; it also served as a
physical marker of the Nabatean people’s historical transition into seden-
tary, urban existence. The Nabateans had evolved from roving tribal bands
subsiding on raids of caravans to wards of a caravan center that profited off
the taxes that traders paid for the services they received. In essence, Nabate-
ans had successfully managed the movement from nomad to urban capital-
ist some two millennia before debates raged in the United States about the
fitness of putatively nomadic Indians for inclusion in the civilized, capitalist
state. The fact that “rediscovered” Petra now lay ensconced in the wastes of
the Arabian Desert and was once again habituated by nomadic Bedouins
only lent complexity to the historical lesson that the location and its inhabit-
ants held for American citizens confronting national debates about conti-
nental expansion, Indian removal, and industrialization.

I turn to Petra at the end this chapter on the figure of the Bedouin
because it speaks directly to the legacy of midcentury American travel
writers’ representation of Arabs in American romanticism. Though Bed-
ouin figures themselves are often absent in American romantic treatments
of the Orient, the phenomenology of double vision activated by the figu-
ra’s law of correspondence remains an integral part of American Oriental-
ism. Petra held a different message from other Near Eastern landscapes,
and its adoption into an American aesthetics of ruin hints at its lingering
presence in the imagination of American romantic writers who had read
descriptions of it in travel narratives. Herman Melville, who had referred
to the “wonderful Arabian traveler” Stephens as “haunting” in the begin-
ning of Redburn, for instance, revisited the New York lawyer’s “Stony
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Arabia” in a late short story, “Bartleby the Scrivener.” In “Bartleby,” Mel-
ville places Petra in the bustling center of American capitalism.

Think of it. Of a Sunday, Wall Street is deserted as Petra; and every night
of every day is an emptiness. This building, too, which of weekdays hums
with industry and life, at nightfall echoes with sheer vacancy, and all
through Sunday is forlorn. And here Bartleby makes his home; sole specta-
tor of a solitude which he has seen all populous—a sort of innocent and
transformed Marius brooding among the ruins of Carthage!>

In an attempt to conjure sympathy for the inscrutable and recalcitrant
scrivener, the narrator of Melville’s story of Wall Street imagines Bartle-
by’s view from his law office on a Sunday. Superimposing emergent Amer-
ican capitalism and forlorn Arab ruin, the well-intentioned lawyer creates
a visual image wedding the American landscape of modernity to a Near
Eastern landscape of antiquity. What becomes visible within the picture of
Wall Street is Petra. The viewer can see beneath the surface image another
image, in fact, another intention, bleeding through. In Bartleby’s eyes, the
narrator suggests, the iconic landscape of American finance and progress
transforms into the Orientalist icon of hidden treasure and ruin. Adopt-
ing the voice of liberal paternalism, the lawyer philosophizes that what is
available to a certain class of citizens seems unattainable to another.

The dynamic scene crafted by the narrator’s double vision provides a
simultaneous narrative of imperial rise and of imperial ruin. The reader is
asked to acknowledge that inherent in Wall Street is the ruin of Petra. The
ruin is both retrospective and prospective, as the loss of a pastoral Native
American economy, which has been replaced by the capitalist economy
represented by Wall Street, and the future collapse of Wall Street itself are
latent in the anamorphic view of Wall Street “deserted as Petra.” The nar-
rator associates desertion, ruin, and wistful regret with his subaltern, Bar-
tleby, who stands as an antiquated remnant, “the last remaining column of
some ruined temple,” in the midst of a modern industrial economy where
increasingly mechanized clerical work has lost its former status>® Melville,
however, indicates that the ruin visible once the surface veneer of Wall
Street has become transparent is far more democratic. It is precisely, in fact,
the narrator’s interpretive shortcomings that make him unable to decipher
the hieroglyphic that is Bartleby. Despite all his good liberal intentions, the
narrator approaches Bartleby through a complex of sentimentalized emo-
tions such as Christian humanism, nostalgia, pity, and melodrama—but
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never as his equal. Both pentimento suggestions of Petra’s meaning reveal
Bartleby catalyzing the collapse of foreground American space into back-
ground Near Eastern space.

Given the latent literary ambitions of Melville’s narrator, it is not sur-
prising that Melville makes his description of Wall Street redolent of the
pictorial-mode conceits fostered by 1830s and ’40s writers such as Irving,
Cooper, and Bryant and capitalized on by travel writers such as Ste-
phens. As Donald Ringe has argued, the pictorial mode provides verbal
landscape sketches crafted to elicit an emotional response”” In the New
York lawyer’s case, that emotional response is melancholy. The narrator
transforms Bartleby into an “innocent” Marius brooding at the ruins of
Carthage. This transformation suggests that the scrivener’s fate as an exile
from the modern industrial world is melancholy. Melville, however, sug-
gests a more sweeping imperial repentance by indicating that the shared
fate of all empire is ruin. In this second interpretation, Marius is not inno-
cent but rather indicative, and the narrator has missed the point of his
own image.

Though the image of Marius brooding at Carthage could have been
drawn from a number of sources, among them John Vanderlyn’s 1807
painting of the same name, Melville’s visualized reference to Petra had
been culled directly from Stephens. The early Redburn passage describing
Stephens emphasizes visualization.

For I very well remembered staring at a man myself, who was pointed out
to me by my aunt one Sunday in Church, as the person who had been in
Stony Arabia, and passed through strange adventures there, all of which
with my own eyes I had read in the book which he wrote, an arid-looking
book in a pale yellow cover.

“See what big eyes he has,” whispered my aunt, “they got so big, because
when he was almost dead with famishing in the desert, he all at once caught
sight of a date tree, with the ripe fruit hanging on it.”

Upon this, I stared at him till I thought his eyes were really of an uncom-
mon size, and stuck out from his head like those of a lobster. I am sure my
own eyes must have magnified as I stared. When church was out, I wanted
my aunt to take me along and follow the traveler home. But she said the
constables would take us up, if we did; and so I never saw this wonderful
Arabian traveler again. But he long haunted me; and several times I dreamt
of him, and thought his great eyes were grown still larger and rounder; and
once I had a vision of the date tree>*
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The repeated references to sight, seeing, and eyes dance between subject
and object position, blending the sight of the Arabian traveler with the
vicarious act of traveling achieved through reading and finally culminat-
ing in a vision that conflates Stephens’s adventures with the narrator’s
romantic self-making. “With what reverence and wonder people would
regard me, if I had just returned from the coast of Africa or New Zea-
land,” the narrator comments in relation to his meeting with Stephens.
“How dark and romantic my sunburnt cheeks would look; how I would
bring home with me foreign clothes of a rich fabric and princely make,
and wear them up and down the streets.” Melville admired Stephens
greatly, but he also understood that Stephens’s geographical vision was
shaped by an era that laid waste to America’s indigenous populations and
transformed so much of the continental frontier from pastoral space into
urban space. Whether or not Melville mourned those losses, he took Ste-
phens’s descriptions of Petra and in “Bartleby” shaped them into a con-
sciously literary image that spoke to the central conflicts in midcentury
American national identity. Melville’s use of Petra to manifest a landscape
of pessimism out of the landscape of American optimism, however, did
not mean that the ancient Arab ruin was stable in its romantic message.
Installed above the fireplace in the Sitting Room at Fredric Edwin
Church’s private estate in the Catskill Mountains, Olana, and adorned
with a frame designed by Church himself is the painter’s most famous
“Oriental study,” entitled El Khasne’ Petra (figure 6). A gift to his wife
and the only painting mentioned prominently in his will, El Khasne’ held
immense personal significance for Church, in large part because he had
made the arduous journey to the lost city of stone himself in February
1868. The El Khasne structure transmitted through Church’s oil stands at
the end of a narrow cleft in the mountains, called the Siq. The Siq served
as the only entrance to Petra for travelers of Church’s era. A view of this
“treasury” was the highlight of any Westerner’s trip to Petra in the nine-
teenth century, and its aspect is the visual subject of the two major Euro-
pean artists who preceded Church at the location, David Roberts and
Edward Lear.® Church rendered his own detailed image of the salmon-
colored, striated rock facade from the position of a viewer still ensconced
in the shadowy enclave of the Siq. This perspective repeated the thematic
approach taken by both Roberts and Lear. However, Church’s painting
and his own musings on its aesthetic influences offer a uniquely American
tale of interpretation and misinterpretation. This tale elucidates the con-
nection between Stephens’s Arabia Petraea, Melville’s story of Wall Street,
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and the resiliency of a narrative of American optimism built in large part
on nineteenth-century American landscape painting.

In the late 1860s, Church and fellow late Hudson River School painter
Sanford Robinson Gifford were among a number of cultural luminaries
who made the Holy Land circuit after the end of the Civil War. But visiting
Petra was an experience couched in a different discourse than that of visit-
ing other Holy Land sites, in large part because Petra’s associative power
did not evoke Christianity but rather secular meditations on archaeology
and aesthetic meditations on the romance of decay. Gerald Carr’s exhaus-
tive review of Church’s Petra correspondences offers this synopsis of the
artist’s own purpose in visiting the site:

Church’s and Reverend Dodge’s letters contain further clues to the artist’s pur-
poses, among them Church’s references to Scripture and to “terrible prophe-
cies.” ... Yet Petra itself was not a site sacred to Judeo-Christian tradition, and
neither Church nor Dodge seem to have regarded it as such. They did not, for
example, associate the Sik with Moses or discuss the Sik in terms of Wady
Mousa, the “Valley of Moses,” in which Petra is situated. Instead they applied
the later designation (as did other travelers of the day) to the ravine through
which they first approached El Khasne’. Their descriptions of El Khasne’ per
se focus on its “wild” surroundings and on the high finish of its architecture,
its excellent state of preservation despite partial disfigurement, and its undi-
minished power as a source of self-generating light. In other words, Church
and Dodge regarded the building as intrinsically significant, a spellbinding
creation characteristic of that locale and of nowhere else.”

Church’s emphasis on Petra as both a “source of self-generating light”
and a site of exquisite desertion distills the peculiar attraction of the
lost Arabian city for nineteenth-century Americans who wanted to find
in it a comment on empire. Particularly in the Jackson era and the years
immediately following, Petra’s dual capacity for meaning captures the
dueling narratives of American empire: the one justifying American
imperial expansion at its borders through the rhetoric of enlightened self-
generation, and the other pointing to the fatuousness of imperial rhetoric
evinced by a world landscape dotted with the resplendent ruins of imperial
ambition. However, while many of these midcentury, antebellum Ameri-
can writers and artists felt compelled to weigh in on one side or other in
regard to American national expansion, Church completed his painting
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Figure 6. Frederic Edwin Church (1826-1900), El
Khasne’, Petra, 1874, oil on canvas, 60.5” X 50.25,

framed. Accession: OL.1981.10.a.b. Reproduced with
permission from Olana State Historic Site, Hudson,

NY, New York State Office of Parks, Recreation and

Historic Preservation.

of Petra in the postbellum year of 1874, when the question of the West and
national borders had largely been settled. Indeed, between the years of
1860 and 1870, a new word had entered the American lexicon, as codified
by Webster’s dictionary—imperialism.®> The “spirit of empire” definition
attached to this word replaced empire’s older autocratic associations with
more benign and democratic associations. Church’s El Khasne’ painting
combines the seemingly opposed antebellum narratives on empire into a
single aesthetic.

Thomas Cole, Church’s mentor, had hung a series of metaphoric land-
scape paintings entitled The Course of Empire in a New York gallery only
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months before Stephens’s travel narrative appeared in print. Cole, socially
conservative and Whiggish in political sentiment, viewed his landscape
series as a warning to an American populace increasingly enamored
with the idea of western expansion. However, as Carr opines, “One could
say that with EI Khasne’, through the medium of scientific archaeology,
Church combined and distilled Consummation and Desolation from
Thomas Cole’s Course of Empire.” Church reconciles the rhetoric of impe-
rial advance and the rhetoric of imperial ruin through the medium of his
“enlightened” painting. Imbued with both a luminous romantic sensibil-
ity and the enlightened scientific accuracy of detail for which Church was
famous, El Khasne’ translates the pessimistic political mood of his mentor
Cole’s series The Course of Empire into a message of aesthetic triumph.
Church had personally survived the dangerous trip to Petra and had artis-
tically responded to the challenge of capturing a site that had been called
by previous travelers “impossible ... by any sketches to convey to the
mind of a person who has not visited [it].”

Ultimately, the superimposition of sentiment over history in Church’s
Orientalist painting reveals much about the role of the narrative of Amer-
ican optimism in transforming the message of American Orientalist aes-
thetics. Though Church had commented about Petra in a March 10, 1868,
letter that it was “the strangest scene of desolation I ever saw,” and though
he had commented in 1885 that Cole’s painting Desolation “had as much
poetic feeling as I ever saw in Landscape Art,” Church’s own sense of
artistic achievement in El Khasne’ perhaps motivated him to reinterpolate
his master’s conservative political message into a romantic aesthetic that
unabashedly celebrates a narrative of acquisitiveness.® Cole’s antination-
alist narrative about desolation becomes the postcard romance of pene-
tration and panoptic possession in Church’s desolation painting.®® Carr
argues that El Khasne’ “became a synonym for Olana,” Church’s Near
Eastern-inspired home located in the Catskill Mountains. Through this
synonym, Church appropriated the ancient Arabian site and transplanted
it to the American space of upstate New York. This process of transplanta-
tion reinterprets Petra’s historical narrative in an act of American home
building in much the same way that the Near Eastern travel narratives of
a generation earlier translated Bedouins into American dramas of frontier
colonial expansion.

In Melville’s story, the image of Petra acts as the catalyst for the trans-
formation of a discourse of American optimism, the bustle and hum of
Wall Street, into a discourse of American pessimism, a forlorn scene of
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Marius brooding at the ruins of Carthage. Yet in Church’s hands, the
image of Petra becomes a vehicle to transform the pessimism of Cole’s
Desolation into a nostalgic meditation on desolation. Church’s reinter-
pretation/misinterpretation of the American narrative on Petra creates
the possibility for adorning his American home with an exotic purchase,
while still situating that home within the national landscape that he
helped make famous and that in turn solidified nineteenth-century con-
ceptions of national identity. The Oriental artifacts, objects, architecture,
and paintings in Church’s Olana are cultural capital divorced from their
cultural context and put to the service of American national identity.

Ultimately, Church’s act of appropriation produces the kind of “opti-
mistic interpretation” that continues to imbue Americans’ vision of their
own national landscape and supports the rhetorical justification that the
national landscape provides for the American nation’s international inter-
ventions in Arabo-Islamic homelands today. In the nineteenth-century,
Arabs, much as Indians in post-Indian-removal America, are cultivat-
able as cultural capital but invisible as a culture. While images of Arabs,
Arab space, and Arab architecture are repeatedly marshaled to the ser-
vice of the iconography of American national space and the rhetoric of
the expanding national geography, physical Arabs are ignored, treated as
inconveniences that need to be removed, or narrated as disappearing in
the face of Western progress. If one looks closely at Church’s El Khasne’
painting, though, the two shadowy Bedouin figures lurking in the lower
left corner, melded as they are with the natural surroundings, serve as a
reminder of the continuity of local resistance to foreign countries’ appro-
priations of Near Eastern space for their own national identity politics.
The irony is that the two men who modeled for these Arab figures were
Church’s upstate New York neighbors.

In returning to Petra and to the desert sands of Arabia Petraea, I want
to return to Stephens, the first American to penetrate its enclave, and to
his claim that “the very sands you tread on have never been trodden by the
feet of civilized human beings.” Sometime close to the year 1325, Ibn Bat-
tutah found himself on the border between Egypt and the Arabian Desert
on his way to Mecca to perform his first Hajj (3-), an event that is essen-
tial to the riHla genre. Battutah took the opportunity to remark on the
method the local Bedouins used to secure the border between Egypt and
Syria (the same border Stephens crosses with Bedouin guides some five
centuries later). “At nightfall they smooth down the sand so that no mark
is left on it,” Ibn Battutah relates, “then the governor comes in the morning
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and examines the sand.” “If he finds any track on it,” Ibn Battutah contin-
ues, “he requires the Arabs to fetch the person who made it, and they set
out in pursuit and never fail to catch him.”” Ibn Battutah describes the
Bedouin practice of athr (3f). Athr translates as “track/trace/vestige,” and
it refers to the method by which skilled Bedouin trackers read impressions
in the sand. Through those impressions, Bedouin trackers divine a whole
world of information about the person or beast that left them.® Reading
athr is a form of literacy that inverts the terms of Stephens’s dichotomy
between civilized and uncivilized. “Many secret transactions are brought
to light by this knowledge of Athr,” marveled Burckhardt in his own early
nineteenth-century account of the practice. “The Bedouin can scarcely
hope to escape detection in any clandestine proceeding,” Burckhardt
explains, “as his passage is recorded upon the road in characters that every
one of his Arabian neighbors can read” (Notes, 377).

Stephens, faced with the desert script legible to his Bedouin coun-
terparts, is the illiterate barbarian, unable to read the historical record
impressed on the land itself. Instead Stephens’s narrative focuses not on
the living history of the desert but rather on a secondary derived meaning
of athr: the relic, remnant, or ancient monument. It is in these inhuman
“footsteps” of ruins that Stephens sees the marks of civilization and the
evidence of history. He remains blind to the meaning of the human foot-
steps that contextualize these secondary traces. Ibn Battutah’s fourteenth-
century riHla illuminates a highly civilized and advanced Islamic society
that stretched across multiple linguistic and cultural borders. It puts the
lie to Stephens’s civilized-feet claim and offers us a metaphor for thinking
through local strategies of resistance to the footprint Western man wishes
to leave, be it on Arab lands now or Native Indian lands in the nineteenth
century. The Crusoe-esque smooth desert sands of Stephens’s imagi-
nary find a historical response in Ibn Battutah’s anecdote. This response
reminds us of Ibn Khaldun’s admonishment that “the knowledge that
has not come down to us is larger than the knowledge that has” (Mugqad-
dimah, 39). The trace of this forgotten knowledge, like the athr left in the
desert sand, is as inscrutable to Stephens as the “ruin” Bartleby is to Mel-
ville’s own New York lawyer. And yet the impression of this trace remains
embedded within America’s cultural landscape for those who care to deci-
pher it—a trace that can be cultivated to reveal an alternative account of
American history, space, and identity formation.



Poe’s Taste for the Arabesque

While the first two chapters detail American literature’s direct
engagement with Arabo-Islamic culture, chapter 3 examines the incorpo-
ration of that world into a self-referential American aesthetic. In Edgar
Allan Poe’s oeuvre, the American arabesque undergoes a fundamental
change in its meaning. This change has a legacy in the poetics of both
Eastern and Western modernism. Poe’s arabesque is an abstraction of the
Arab world, but in modernist aesthetics, the foliate pattern comes to rep-
resent the impulse to figural abstraction in general. William Carlos Wil-
liams, devising his own genealogy of modernism in the poem Paterson,
alludes to the importance of figural representation and its connection to
Arab art:

The neat figures of
Paul Klee
fill the canvas
but that
is not the work
of a child.
the cure began, perhaps
with the abstraction
of Arabic art
Diirer
with his Melancholy
was aware of it—
the shattered masonry. Leonardo
saw it,
the obsession,
and ridiculed it
in La Gioconda.
Bosch’s
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congeries of tortured souls and devils
who prey on them
fish
swallowing
their own entrails
Freud
Picasso
Juan Gris.*

Visually displaying his own taste for fragmentation, Williams traces the
modernist penchant for figural play back to the “abstraction / of Arabic
art” visible in Diirer’s treatment of the line as an ideal form. Diirer pro-
vides an excellent example of Arabic art’s abstraction from one culture
and narrative instantiation of another. As M. Norton Wise points out,
“Diirer had become the personification of Germanness at a time when
the Germans had discovered the gothic as their own, a wellspring of their
unifying national character even though political unity eluded them.” In
this formulation, the “abstraction / of Arabic art” into the gothic line play
associated with Diirer provides a narrative foothold for German romantic
nationalism.

In Diirer, the line itself is a form of Platonic writing, and the line’s
capacity for movement between the written and the graphic symbolizes
the artistic ideal of metamorphosis. The associated artistic style of the
gothic grew out of Diirer’s line play and was retrospectively attributed to
Diirer in the nineteenth century as a distinctly German style. Marked by
the advent of the 1828 Diirerfest celebrating the three-hundred-year anni-
versary of his death, the Diirer Renaissance in Germany resurrected the
artist as an icon of national identity and co-opted his linear abstractions
into an iconography of Germanness at roughly the same time Poe was cut-
ting his own literary teeth. By the time Poe complains about the charges
of “Germanism” being leveled against him in the preface to Tales of the
Arabesque and Grotesque, the gothic had become a symbol of autochtho-
nous German culture.

Roughly a hundred years after the Diirer Renaissance took place in
Germany, Williams resurrects Poe as an icon of American literature and
place in his book In the American Grain. Describing Poe’s unique aes-
thetic, Williams emphasizes figural reinterpretation as a formative com-
ponent of expressing a new identity. “With Poe words were figures,” Wil-
liams insists, “an old language truly, but one from which he carried over
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only the most elemental qualities to his new purpose which was to find a
way to tell his soul.” The motion between abstract representation and the
creation of a new language to which Williams alludes through reference
to Diirer’s lines in Paterson returns in In the American Grain as an expla-
nation of Poe’s transformation of an “old language” into a “new purpose.”
Poe’s invention of tradition, for Williams, is captured in the translation
of familiar figures into a highly personal idiom. Williams acknowledges
that figural representation is an old form of expression, one translated
across cultural traditions. But he also insists that the abstraction of a fig-
ure inspires a new, culturally specific language.

Poe’s conscious construction of a figural alternative to the real world
is precisely what makes him an icon of American literary nationalism
to early twentieth-century critics such as Williams.* Thus, it is not Poe’s
representation of a real America that is important to Williams but rather
Poe’s “voluntary lopping off of [America’s] lush landscape” (AG, 227).
This “lopping off” signals the emergence of “a juvescent local literature”
(AG, 216). Williams declares, “it is a new locality that is in Poe assertive,
it is America, the first great burst through to expression of a re-awakened
genius of place” (AG, 216). Genius of place is not identifiable in Poe’s choice
of subject matter or native material but rather in his originality, in his will
to a “fresh beginning and need to sweep aside all colonial imitation” (AG,
219).

The word “genius” is not accidental in Williams’s assessment of Poe,
and its employment purposefully suggests secular models of romantic
inspiration. Marking a change in the word’s meaning that began in the
eighteenth century, “a genius,” Talal Asad writes, “was [now] the prod-
uct of nature, and what he produced was ‘natural,’ albeit singular.” “For
this reason,” Asad asserts, a genius “could be appreciated by a cultivated
audience exercising judgments of taste.” The theme of cultivation is cen-
tral to Williams’s assessment of Poe’s “genius of place.” He argues that
Poe’s creation of a “local” literature is possible because Poe’s criticism
has “clear[ed] the ground” and prepared the way for America to be “cul-
tivated” (AG, 224).° Poe, as a former critical arbiter of American taste, pro-
vides Williams, a current critical arbiter of American taste, with continu-
ity for his theory of national literature. Using Poe as a seed, Williams nur-
tures a literary theory of American self into fruition. Williams cultivates
a cult of Poe in order to identify a uniquely American aesthetic tradition,
establishing for his audience standards of taste that, in turn, link national
identity to literary affect.
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Asad demonstrates in his genealogical study of modernism that the
discourse surrounding “the cult of genius” translates the language of reli-
gious rapture into the language of secular humanism, thus establishing
dichotomies between nation-states regulated by external religious forces
and nation-states, such as America, governed by a rationality that is puta-
tively internalized in each citizen” In both the narrative of the exceptional
romantic writer, around which the cult of the genius collects, and the nar-
rative of the historically exceptional nation, myth operates as the fictional
grounding for secular values that Asad argues “are sensed to be ultimately
without foundation.” Romantic myths of American literary autochthony
are generated by the desire to have the spiritual show forth in the actual,
to have physical words “tell his soul,” as Williams put it in regard to Poe.
These romantic myths represent, for Asad, the profound intermingling of
rationality and imagination in the history of secularism.

To read Poe’s arabesque as a secular translation of a sacred Arabo-
Islamic symbol, then, is to misread the way the secular and the sacred,
the rational and the romantic, are profoundly mingled. The false dichot-
omy between rational/secular modes and mystical/religious modes of
value making on which Asad focuses is one that Poe’s own use of the ara-
besque both indicates and exploits. In “The Philosophy of Furniture,” the
arabesque is a material sign of a cultivated secular taste. In tales such as
“Ligeia,” the arabesque is an amorphous affect used to cultivate an expe-
rience of the occult. Though the critical and the literary may have been
distinct genres in Poe’s mind and perhaps even in his readers’ minds, the
rational conceits of the former structured the aesthetic affect of the latter.
When the occupant of the “Philosophy of Furniture” is relocated to Poe’s
tales, the ordered display of eclecticism that defines his rational interior-
design choices turns disorderly, creating the possibility for taste to trans-
form into terror. The disorder is caused by the same graphism that defines
Poe’s “genius of place” for Williams. The stable and static arabesque
design turns three-dimensional in these tales, indexing the movement of
the word off the page and into the reader’s body as stirring affect.

Williams’s critical account of Poe presents him as the lamp of a sover-
eign inspiration. This inspiration is literally internalized in the image of
the artist telling his soul through figures. But these figures are borrowed
or, more properly, abstracted from another context. In the case of the ara-
besque, Poe’s most prominent and poignant figure, this abstraction is a
form of cultural translation. Reading Williams’s “abstraction” as code for
a form of cultural translation instills an appreciation for the profound
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alienation that Abdelfattah Kilito argues is inherent in the transfer of Ara-
bic cultural products into Western cultural paradigms. “Naturally literary
memory is different for Arabs and Europeans,” Kilito asserts. “In both
cases, it rests on a certain foundation, a primal model, a particular con-
ception of time and space.” To demonstrate his point, Kilito relates a story
about Ahmad Faris al-Shidyaq, a mid-nineteenth-century Arab scholar
and major figure in the modernization of the Arabic language. Born in
Lebanon to a Maronite Christian family, al-Shidyaq converted to Protes-
tantism and then Islam over the course of a life that also saw him obtain
citizenship in London and live for years in France. Al-Shidyaq ultimately
sought his fortune in Paris, the place where he was to publish his major
works as well as to become active in the social life of the city. The poet
had garnered patronage in the Arab world through the traditional prac-
tice of writing praise poems to influential men. At one point during his
residence in France, al-Shidyaq tried his hand at the same game in Paris.
However, in attempting to praise the French monarch Louis Napoleon
through poetry, al-Shidyaq abandoned the traditional erotic introductory
section of an Arab poem, the ghazel. “In order to assure the acceptance
of his poetry,” Kilito explains, “he disrupted the familiar order of the
poem, ... he amputated his poetry, castrated it so as to approximate Euro-
pean taste” (ML, 78). The ghazel, meant to conjure a poetic mood for the
reader/listener by focusing on the often unrelated charms of a departed
woman or a young boy, disappears in al-Shidyaq’s French praise poem.

Al-Shidyaq’s “castrated” attempt to praise Louis Napoleon through
poetry was actually his second try. His first poem uses the traditional
ghazel. Both were returned to al-Shidyaq without the recognition he had
hoped. Arguing that al-Shidyaq’s two poems stand in metonymic rela-
tionship to all Arabic poetry, Kilito asserts that their rejection is a rejec-
tion of Arab poetics on the whole. The lesson Kilito takes away from this
anecdote about translation, both cultural and literal, is that “outside its
familiar sphere, Arabic literature has no currency—indeed, has no exis-
tence” (ML, 81).

Kilito’s anecdote about al-Shidyaq demonstrates the epistemic violence
that results from the cultural translation of Arabic art into the forms of
Western modernism referenced in Paterson. Arabic art appears in its
Western representations as something alien to Arab history and aesthet-
ics. As Kilito suggests in a particularly piquant image of the erotic gha-
zel’s removal from al-Shidyaq’s second poem, Arabic art appears in its
Western manifestations as something “castrated.” Kilito’s choice of words
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speaks more directly to the violence of translation than does Williams’s
“abstracted.” While the “abstraction” of Arabic art recognizable in Poe’s
figural method establishes what Williams calls a uniquely American
“genius of place,” the “castration” of Arabic art forms discernible in the
writings of nineteenth-century Arab poets such as al-Shidyaq dislocates
Arab identity.

The infiltration of Arab references into American literary sources helps
create what critics such as Williams call a uniquely American literary aes-
thetic. But the opposite is true in the critical response to the presence of
Western references in the work of nineteenth-century Arab writers. Just
as Williams had in the early years of the twentieth century, modern crit-
ics turn to Poe again and again as a source of contemplation about what
makes American literature unique. In contrast, many modern Arab critics
such as Kilito turn toward Arab Renaissance writers such as al-Shidyaq to
discuss how the uniqueness of Arab literature was betrayed in the nine-
teenth century. In the writings of respected Poe scholars such as G. R.
Thompson, Poe’s arabesque appears as a sign of his unique aesthetic sen-
sibility and his romantic genius.” To critics such as Kilito, Arab Renais-
sance writers’ use of Western forms signals an unfortunate mimicry of the
West and an abandonment of a uniquely Arab literary tradition. Placing
an American Renaissance writer, such as Poe, in the context of the Arab
Renaissance reveals the extent to which American romanticism is a cul-
tural translation. But it also illuminates how American romantic aesthet-
ics can be used to read Arab cultural forms dialectically.

Though the golden years of the Arab Renaissance, known as the nahda
(aag1), are usually marked as the turn of the twentieth century, its intel-
lectual roots are located in Poe’s contemporary historical moment, in what
Albert Hourani has called the “Liberal Age” of Arabic thought.” Specifi-
cally, in the wake of the French occupation of Egypt (1798-1801), discussed
in chapter 1, Muhammad Ali realized that European military superiority
flowed, in large part, from its modern scientific knowledge. In an effort to
rectify the “gap” in modernity between Egypt and Europe, Ali sent edu-
cational missions to France in the 1820s, with an eye mainly toward mili-
tary advancement. In 1831, the Azharite imam Rifa’a al-Tahtawi returned
from his mission in France to establish a school for translation in Cairo
that was primarily aimed at disseminating modern European science
and thought to Egyptian readers.” The texts translated were initially
heavily weighted toward the military sciences, but slowly and surely al-
Tahtawi and his growing body of students translated European literature,
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philosophy, and history books. Al-Tahtawi’s efforts represent the most
important translation of European knowledge into Arabic since the trans-
lation of Greek philosophy undertaken during the Classical era over seven
centuries earlier.”

Al-Tahtawi’s account of his five-year stay in Paris, Takhlis al-Ibriz fi
Talkhis Bariz (The Extraction of Pure Gold in the Abridgement of Paris),
published in 1835 and revised in 1849, was the first comprehensive treat-
ment of European society and culture to be written in Arabic. The Takh-
lis was the forerunner to the account al-Shidyaq wrote a generation later.
Taken together, the two represent a turning point in Arab literature’s rela-
tion to the West. Though many prior travel accounts of Europe existed
in Arabic, the Takhlis is, in the words of Daniel Newman, unique in its
efforts “to provide a detailed discussion of European civilization and, par-
ticularly, its political concepts (e.g., the republic, democracy) and institu-
tions (e.g., Parliament).”* The book introduces many new terms into the
sacred Arabic language (such as steamship), as new sciences required new
words and new readerships (Ottoman technocrats rather than Islamic
literati) demanded a more streamlined and simplified style. In addition,
al-Tahtawi applies old terms such as freedom (Hurriyyali,>) and home-
land (waTin/ b3) to new concepts. These concepts were influenced by
European political thought as well as notions of nationalism bounded by
nation-state borders instead of a wider affiliation with the Islamic com-
munity (ummalad).® The Arabic language itself was thus undergoing a
radical post-Classical-period innovation in the mid-nineteenth century,
and al-Tahtawi was at the spearhead of the changes.”® The intellectual fore-
runner to the reformism of nahda thinkers who emerged in the next gen-
eration, al-Tahtawi encompassed the major themes of the Arab Renais-
sance: selective appropriation of European ideas, Arab nationalism, and
anti-Ottoman ideology.”

While the nahda represents a strain of liberal reformism and inter-
cultural dialogue in Arab thought, it is also a reaction to both Western
colonialism and, later, Western literary forms. This reaction occasions a
cultural reentrenchment in romanticized visions of the Arab past usu-
ally associated with the heroic Bedouin character traits celebrated in
pre-Islamic poetry. Al-Tahtawi provides insight into this mid-nineteenth-
century turn toward Bedouin idealization:

The issue of personal honour which makes the French and the Arabs simi-
lar to each other consists of the perception of the ideal of manhood, the
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fact of telling the truth and other qualities of [moral integrity and] perfec-
tion. ... These days [the noble character of Arabs] has waned and melted
away as they suffered the hardships of oppression and the calamities of
time. . . . [But] there are some who remain faithful to their original Arab
nature, . .. [and the freedom which Westerners value] was also part of the
character of the Arabs in past times. (Takhlis, 365; emphasis mine).

Arabs, in al-Tahtawi’s description, have more in common historically with
the French than with their Turkish colonizers. But these shared noble
qualities are largely absent in the present-day Arab and must be relocated
in the “original” Arab of “past times.”

Arab thinkers’ pre-Islamic nostalgia has many of the characteristics of
Western romanticism. The confluence of late eighteenth-century European
romantic models of a national identity based on volk practices and the mid-
nineteenth-century Arab nahda’s construction of an Arab self that stands
outside of time results in what the modern Arab critic and poet Adonis
describes as the double dependency at the heart of the crisis of Arab
modernity: “a dependency on the past, to compensate for the lack of cre-
ative activity and a dependency on the European-American West, to com-
pensate for the failure to invent and innovate by intellectual and technical
adaptation and borrowing” (Arab Poetics, 80). In both these formulations
of Arab identity, modernity is foreclosed to the figure of the Arab, with the
result that authentic Arabness is either only locatable in an ancient past or
necessarily corrupted by its borrowings from contemporary Western cul-
ture. For Adonis, the modernity that appears in Arab society through the
nahda is something “imported from abroad” and ultimately an imitation.

Adonis identifies the problem of Arab modernity as one of imitation.
The solution is not just a question of eliminating Western forms but also
of eliminating the mimicry of pre-Islamic poetry. Adonis’s criticism of
imitative poetry leads him to seek his own “cure” for Arab identity in a
genealogical reconfiguration of Arab modernity that can be read against
Williams’s “abstraction / of Arabic art.” Viewing poetry as “a beginning,
not an imitation” (Arab Poetics, 51), Adonis insists that the modernization
of Arab poetry can be retrospectively located in the eighth- and ninth-
century switch from a pre-Islamic oral form to a written form influenced
by Qur’anic studies. “The poet not only had to avoid imitating pre-Islamic
poetry,” explains Adonis, “but also had to break new ground in terms of
expression, in exploring his own soul, and in his approach to inanimate
things and the world around him” (Arab Poetics, 50-51). The importance
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Adonis places on a poet who explores “his own soul” in order to “break
new ground in terms of expression” resonates richly with Williams’s deci-
sion to emphasize the figural qualities in Poe’s writing.

Both Adonis and Williams scan their respective cultural heritages for
examples of writers who shake off old models in favor of an aesthetic of
innovation. Both critic-poets designate the figural aspect of language as
the key to resisting imitation and creating the new. “Language here does
not only create the object,” insists Adonis; “it creates itself in creating the
object” (Arab Poetics, 73). For Adonis, as for Williams, the employment
of language as a self-referential and self-sustaining reality keys the cre-
ation of a nationally distinct literature. This literature, in turn, provides
a grounding discourse of national identity. Rather than find origins,
though, these respective poet-critics construct beginnings that place their
own work within a recognizable aesthetic tradition.”

It is true that Poe abstracts Arabs in the service of producing Western
modernity. But the American writer is also the progenitor of an aesthetic
legacy that Adonis identifies as producing his own, authentic, Arab poetic
modernity. Adonis explains:

I should acknowledge here that I was one of those who were captivated by
Western culture. Some of us, however, went beyond that stage, armed with
a changed awareness and new concepts which enabled us to reread our
heritage with new eyes and to realize our cultural independence. I must
also admit that I did not discover this modernity in Arabic poetry from
within the prevailing Arab cultural order and its systems of knowledge. It
was reading Baudelaire which changed my understanding of Abu Nuwas
and revealed his particular poetical quality and modernity, and Mallar-
mé’s work which explained to me the mysteries of Abu Tammam’s poetic
language and the modern dimension to it. (Arab Poetics, 80-81)

Adonis credits the Symbolists Baudelaire and Mallarmé with opening his
eyes to a nonderivative Arab modernity. He locates this authentic Arab
modernity in the eighth- and ninth-century politics of ihdath (&1u-); inno-
vation), represented by the Arab poets Abu Nuwas (d. 810 CE) and Abu
Tammam (d. 845 CE). These poets eschewed imitation of pre-Islamic Bed-
ouin forms and subjects and created a modern, metropolitan language of
experience.

In assessing the importance of Poe’s writing, Williams emphasizes his
figural approach to signifiers, his ability to make them material entities as
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well as vehicles for communication. Abu Nuwas’s ninth-century poetry
evidences the same modernist concern with the materiality of the signi-
fier. Though Adonis does not mention it specifically, a poem Abu Nuwas
addressed to his on-again, off-again lover Jinan speaks directly to the
point about Arab modernity that Adonis makes through the vehicle of the
Symbolists Baudelaire and Mallarmé.

Make many deletions, Jinan, when you write,

and delete the word, when you do, with your tongue,
and passing deletingly over a word

draw close to your beautiful lips,

for I hold, when running over the lines,

the cancelled something up for a lick:

That—is a kiss from you from afar

which I steal while keeping here to my room.”

Abu Nuwas’s poem, with its tweaking of the traditional ghazel form, rep-
resents a shift from an oral to a text-based experience of the world. Placing
presence and absence in dynamic tension (as was the norm for the gha-
zel), Abu Nuwas fractures temporal and spatial constraints in his search
for communion. Via the written word, the body becomes an unbounded
vehicle of desire rather than the limit of experience. And yet that written
word is itself absent of meaning and entirely symbolic because it has liter-
ally been deleted. Through the medium of a written language that can be
erased but still remains as a trace, Abu Nuwas both captures and destroys
the physical world.

Instead of celebrating the heroic ideals of the desert life, such as stoic
resolve and tribal honor, Abu Nuwas’s poetry is concerned with word play
and the metaphysics of being. In pre-Islamic poetry, the distant woman
was the medium of a Bedouin poet’s erotic ingress (nasib/c..), but she
was usually discarded by the time the poet delivered his final message/
boast.** In Abu Nuwas’s poem, the distant woman, Jinan, remains at the
end of the poem.” In poems such as the one quoted, Abu Nuwas revised
the traditional tropes of pre-Islamic Bedouin poetry into the language of
the cosmopolitan litterateur. Language in Abu Nuwas’s poem is not only
oral sensation; it is a physical entity that can be transferred, erased, and
manipulated on the page. To Adonis, Abu Nuwas’s figural approach sig-
nals a modernity that has always been latent in written Arab poetry but,
like Poe’s “genius of place,” requires critical rediscovery.
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Adonis’s search for a strain of modernity in Classical Arabic poetry, via
the handmaiden of modern European Symbolism, has a striking relation-
ship to the Orientalism of Western romantics. Romantics often located
models of modern folk consciousness, noble savagery, and natural men
in primitive Bedouin culture and pre-modern Oriental practices. Adonis
locates models of Classical-era Arab modernity through modernist Euro-
pean Symbolists. The Western Orientalist taps Arab folk culture to rein-
terpret the modern. Adonis employs the modern to reinterpret the sup-
posedly premodern Arab. In the spirit of intercultural hermeneutics that
Adonis uses to reinvigorate ancient Arab poetry, this chapter turns to the
arabesque, a topic in Poe criticism that has received much attention in the
context of American modernism but almost no truly intercultural analysis
of the kind that approaches modernity as a global flow of ideas that moves
between East and West. I want to turn now to reading Poe’s short story
“Ligeia” alongside the classic Arab story of love, loss, and spectral rena-
scence, Layla and Majnun. Viewed through the arabesque, the two stories
work in dialectic, connecting the romantic traditions of two cultures and
dissolving the binaries of secular and sacred, rational and romantic.

Ligeia and Layla

Poe’s tale “Ligeia” begins with the drug-addled narrator describing his
continued attachment to the dead and departed Ligeia, a woman who had
tutored him in “wisdom too divinely precious not to be forbidden™> Hav-
ing replaced the dark Ligeia with the light-skinned Lady Rowena, the nar-
rator now resides in an isolated room of a decaying castle in the English
countryside.® Describing the lavishly decorated bridal suite he has created
for himself and his new wife, the narrator proclaims that “in the drap-
ing of the apartment lay, alas! the chief phantasy of all” (CT, 661). This
draping repeats the “taste” for the arabesque elaborated in “The Philoso-
phy of Furniture.” Covering the carpet, the ottomans, the bed drape, the
bed itself, and the curtains, the upholstery is “spotted all over, at irregular
intervals, with arabesque figures, about a foot in diameter” (CT, 661). In
keeping with Poe’s insistence that every element of a prose tale be written
with a mind toward “the single effect to be wrought out,” the arabesque
operates as a clue to the reader that the physical furnishings the decora-
tor has chosen reflect the state of his mental furniture.> The rigidity of
the arabesque as cultivated “taste” gives way here to the plasticity of an
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unfettered imagination. When the narrator of “Ligeia” explains the sig-
nificance of the arabesques, a gothic window into his unquiet mind opens:

But these figures partook of the true character of the arabesque only when
regarded from a single point of view. By a contrivance now common, and
indeed traceable to a remote period of antiquity, they were made change-
able in aspect. To one entering the room, they bore the appearance of sim-
ple monstrosities; but upon a farther advance, this appearance gradually
departed; and, step by step, as the visitor moved his station in the chamber,
he saw himself surrounded by an endless succession of the ghastly forms
which belong to the superstition of the Norman, or arise in the guilty slum-
bers of the monk. The phantasmagoric effect was vastly heightened by the
artificial introduction of a strong continual current of wind behind the
draperies—giving a hideous and uneasy animation to the whole. (CT, 661)

The animation of the arabesque allows superstition and guilt to replace
rational order and repose. In this transformation of a material signifier
of rational order into a dematerialized sentiment, Poe exploits the ara-
besque’s dual and dueling meanings in his oeuvre. As object, it is a sign
of rationality; as sentiment, it is a sign of the occult.>®

The aesthetic structural duplicity of the arabesque has implications for
Poe’s romantic nationalism. In “The Philosophy of Furniture,” Poe uses
the arabesque to model the reformation of American taste. The essay
begins by claiming that “the Yankees alone are preposterous” among the
nations of the world in design choices. It ends with a “room with which no
fault can be found,” in which “repose speaks in all.” Taste must be inter-
nalized, the essay implies, before it can be externalized. Taken as either
comic bagatelle or serious attempt at the aesthetic education of Ameri-
cans, “The Philosophy of Furniture” approaches the question of national
identity through taste. If handled with sophistication, Poe suggests, the
encounter with one’s own internalized taste provides the contempla-
tive space necessary for both personal and national self-fashioning. The
arabesque covers all surfaces in Poe’s remodeled American interior, but
Poe’s insistence that the pattern has “no meaning” allows him to abstract
it from the cultural context to which it nominally refers and to render it
amenable to American national identity construction.

If the arabesque of the bourgeois domestic American interior is a
mute figure symbolizing a cultivated national space, then the baroque
arabesque of the decadent foreign interiors found in Poe’s tales enact the
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discourse of extranational violence that remains hidden beneath the mute
figure of nation. Moving from static “monstrous” design pattern into
mobile “ghastly forms,” the change in the arabesque in “Ligeia” has tex-
tual and metatextual significance. It both foreshadows the Lady Ligeia’s
ghostly reincarnation and schematizes the goal of the tale of sensation.
For the dark and displaced Ligeia of the story’s title, the first wife whom
the narrator struggles both to memorialize and to eradicate, eventually
returns through the vehicle of the arabesque and usurps the place of the
fair-skinned Rowena.

“Ligeia,” a tale that narrates the return of a dark and displaced woman
who makes counterclaims on a domestic sphere newly occupied by a fair-
skinned woman, has obvious racial implications.?® These racial under-
tones serve to emphasize a larger theme of transference—physical and
psychological. The arabesque patterns cast by a saracenic censer play
a central role in linking the world of the living with the world of the
dead in “Ligeia,” but these patterns also link the world of objects to the
world of sensation. The animation of the arabesque in “Ligeia” leads to
an unbinding of libidinal energy, to the appearance of a phantasmagoria
latent in the fetishized objects populating the room. A synergistic inter-
action between the censer, the arabesque patterns covering the drapery,
and the static world of objects ultimately remanifests the narrator’s ideal
object, the human Ligeia. “I gazed with unquiet eye upon the sarcophagi
in the angles of the room, upon the varying figures of the drapery and
upon the writhing of the parti-colored fires in the censer overhead. My
eyes then fell, as I called to mind the circumstances of a former night, to
the spot beneath the glare of the censer where I had seen the faint traces
of the shadow” (CT, 660). Ligeia’s shadow, brought into relief by the writh-
ing “saracenic” patterns emitted from the censer, moves from the world of
suppressed memory into the world of physical objects. In forcing herself
from the narrator’s subconscious into the material world, Ligeia ultimately
occupies the light-skinned Lady Rowena’s corpse, masking it with her own
features. The corpse in “Ligeia,” invested with significance by the narrator
and transformed by the arabesque pattern, stares back at its interlocutor
with an inscrutability that begs to be interpreted. The narrator’s loss of
faith, his special brand of melancholic acedia, finds a response in the reap-
pearance of the person to whom his faith was originally bound—Ligeia.
The interpretive act elicited by the cathected corpse allows the world once
again to acquire feeling for the mourning subject. In this process, the for-
merly hollow object, the corpse now draped with the arabesque pattern
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cast throughout the room, undergoes a fundamental shift in meaning—it
becomes transformed into sensation itself. It is a sensation released from
the subject and now bound to the object. The effect of this reification is the
creation of a self-reflexive mirror for the viewer in the corpse. The melan-
cholic narrator stares at Rowena’s body only to see the object of his solip-
sistic obsession, Ligeia.”

Poe’s “Ligeia” dramatizes rebirth, or at least the potential for rebirth.
The tale explores the very theme of autochthonous renaissance that draws
Williams to Poe’s “American” legacy. Furthermore, the allegorical func-
tion of the corpse in Poe’s story (the way its symbolic message subsumes
its materiality) also speaks to the larger mid-nineteenth-century Ameri-
can literary ethos of rebirth. But the corpse’s allegorical function has
resonance with a tradition in Arab literature as well. I want now to turn
to a discussion of a different kind of transference and a different kind of
cultural translation. So far I have suggested that an appreciation for the
aesthetic imperatives of the American Renaissance, as well as modern-
ism, enriches our understanding of Poe’s use of Oriental tropes in the tale
“Ligeia.” But the tale acquires something of a different meaning when read
in the context of an Arab literary tradition.

The seminal story of artistic creation in Arab culture is the story of the
poet Qays or Majnun Layla (“mad for Layla”). It has many versions, but its
basic form is a tale about a poet who falls madly in love with his cousin,
Layla. When Layla’s father refuses Majnun’s advances on his daughter, the
poet exiles himself to the desert and sings of his love for Layla. Over the
course of time, he goes mad, and when Layla finally goes out to meet him
in the desert, he cannot recognize her because he has been consumed with
the image of his own love and become obsessed with his own suffering.
Layla dies in despair, but Majnun’s songs of love are overheard by shep-
herds and eventually make their way into general circulation.®

Majnun Layla is a story of exile, alienation, obsession, and solipsism. In
these respects, it has much in common with Poe’s short story “Ligeia.” In
addition, Majnun, whose name comes from the Arabic word for a demonic
force (Jinn/s=), has much in common with the love-crazed, self-isolated,
and perpetually mourning narrator of Poe’s tale, a man who claims that
he has been possessed by a “demon.” Of course, the particulars are trans-
formed in radical ways, and the endings of the two narratives have quite dif-
ferent takes on the moment of the beloved’s return. But the dark and mys-
terious Ligeia, who acts as the pivot point of a cautionary tale about exces-
sive passion and the power of the imaginary to overcome the real, strikes
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me as a potential reworking of Majnun’s Layla. In viewing Poe’s exploration
of renascence in “Ligeia” through the optic of Arab literary hermeneutics, I
am putting American and Arab romantic traditions into dialectic tension in
order to explore the tropic connections between the two.

Ligeia/Layla is a source of obsession that is ultimately externalized
in forms of creative imaginary. In the “Ligeia” narrator’s final vision of
Rowena as a remanifested Ligeia, we have an example of a central trope
in the Arabic love lyric, the khayal (Ju>). Khayal can be translated as “dis-
embodied spirit, ghost, specter, imagination, phantom, vision, shadow,
trace, dim reflection.” The “faint traces of a shadow” that ultimately mani-
fest Ligeia’s image for the narrator call the khayal directly to mind. The
word khayal’s archaic meaning grows out of the Arabic love lyric, and the
role the apparition of the poet’s beloved plays within it. As Michael Sells
explains in reference to the khayal, “In whatever form we try to seize her,
she eludes us. She cannot be possessed. To attempt to possess her, or seize
her in a particular image is more than idolatry. The desire for possession
violates the adab (taste, literature, manners).” Poe’s narrator, by trying to
possess the shadow of his beloved, violates adab, both a chivalric code of
“good manners” and the Arabic code of “literature.”

Khayal is directly related to the Arabic word for imagination. Ligeia
is a khayal in every sense of the word, and the appearance of her spec-
ter/trace/dim reflection in Poe’s tale signifies the fundamental connection
the American writer made between the artist’s imaginative faculties, the
narrator’s haunted reflection, and the reader’s terror. Through the spectral
figure of Ligeia, Poe binds writer, fictional character, and reader together
on the plane of the imaginary. It is an imaginary that knows no bounds,
whether of time or space, and thus not only is Ligeia a khayal, but the tale
itself acts as a khayal that can reenact the syzegetic connection between
artist, character, and reader at any time, anywhere. Though Poe himself
most probably had no knowledge of the Arab literary trope, it is through
the khayal that we can link his aesthetics of sensation back to an aesthetic
tradition in Arab romantic poetry.

Connecting Sacred and Secular Aesthetics

The khayal has its genesis in pre-Islamic poetry. But in the verses of
Sufi mystics such as Ibn Arabi, khayal operates as a spiritual metaphor,
indexing divine rapture and love through descriptions of earthly passion
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and desire. Poe’s Byronic antihero seeks to obtain forbidden knowledge
through his own khayal, Ligeia. The Sufi mystic also seeks knowledge,
something known in Sufi hermeneutics as ma’rifa (& ,=s; gnosis), through
spectral visions and metaphors of rebirth. According to R. W. J. Austin,
ma’rifa is “an immediate recognition and grasp not of something new or
strange but rather of the state and status of things as they really are, have
always been, and eternally will be.”> The difference between Poe’s Byronic
antihero and the Sufi mystic resides in the lack of religious value that the
American writer affords his hero’s quest for knowledge. Whereas Poe uses
the khayal Ligeia to establish an occult world where man is profoundly
alienated and faith in the divine is replaced with object fetishism, the
khayal in Sufi mysticism establishes correspondences between the mate-
rial and the divine. As Austin explains, ma’rifa “involves the knowledge of
oneself that is, at the same time, knowledge of the divine Reality of which
one is, latently and essentially, inescapably an aspect, which is the mean-
ing of the saying ‘Whosoever knows himself, knows his Lord.”

The magnificent in Sufi theology is God. Ma'rifa insists not on trans-
ference from one state to the other but on the identity between the vis-
ible reality and the divine Reality, as well as between man and God. Much
like figurative language in al-Jurjani’s theory of metaphor, ma’rifa reveals
the essential unity of seeming binaries. When binaries collapse into one
another in Poe’s tales of terror, the revelation of an absence of difference
between seemingly opposed states of being evokes anxiety and terror, not
a sense of divine connection. The sublime, in other words, has no sacred
revelatory value in Poe’s tales. Poe’s sublime entails a confrontation not
with divinity but with an otherness that is contradictorily perceived as
sameness. The anxiety that emerges from this confrontation is symptom-
atic of a secular ethos of individualism that is absent in Sufi hermeneutic
explorations of fear.

One of the most important contributions that the twelfth-century Mus-
lim theologian Muhammad al-Ghazali (d. 1111/505) made to the teaching
of Islam was the reintroduction of the element of fear to religious contem-
plation* Al-Ghazali’s spiritual autobiography, al-Munqidh min al-Dalal
(Deliverance from Error), is marked by a dramatic episode in which “a door
of fear” opens up to him and forces him to reevaluate his earthly activities
as a religious teacher and cleric in Baghdad. Explaining the moment when
he realizes that his religious practices are aimed at garnering him worldly
fame and prestige, al-Ghazali tells his reader, “so I became certain that I
was on the brink of a crumbling bank and already on the verge of falling
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into the Fire, unless I set about mending my ways.” Fear does not inten-
sify into terror for al-Ghazali, but it does indicate the importance all Mus-
lims should place on preparing themselves for an afterlife that is already
present. Al-Ghazali internalizes the struggle that the faithful have with
their faith, modeling an interior life that should be more important for a
Muslim than the exterior world.

Largely responsible for the legitimization of Sufism in mainstream
Islam, al-Ghazali’s theorization of fear as an impetus to piety usefully
contrasts Sufi hermeneutic tradition with Poe’s romantic use of the ara-
besque to establish terror. Writing about the benefits of Sufi asceticism in
Ihya ‘Ulum al-Din (The Quickening of the Science of Religion), al-Ghazali
argues,

It is indeed evident that the attainment of the beatitude of meeting God
in the hereafter can be only by the acquisition of love of Him and inti-
macy with Him in this life. But love is acquired only by knowledge, and
knowledge [ma’rifa] only by continual reflection (bi dawaam al-fikr). And
intimacy is acquired only by love and continual remembrance (dawaam al-
dhikr). And persistence in remembrance and reflection is facilitated only by
lopping oft the love of this world from the heart, and that is not lopped off
save by renouncing the pleasures and appetites of this world >

Al-Ghazali marks the discontinuities between the “pleasures and appe-
tites of this world” and attainment of beatitude in the hereafter. He insists
that it is only by “lopping off the love of this world from the heart” that
faithful Muslims obtain a clear vision of their purpose in life. Williams
lauded Poe for his “voluntary lopping off of [America’s] lush landscape”
and creation of a figural substitute for the real. Al-Ghazali encourages the
faithful to see the physical world itself as that which is figural and the spir-
itual world as that which is real.

This contrast signals something other than a religious versus a secular
approach to the sublime. It marks an important difference in the aesthetic
use of fear. For al-Ghazali, fear (s3s/khawf) creates an interface between
the temporal and the transcendent. “The renouncement of such [worldly]
desires,” explains al-Ghazali, “is impossible except by bridling the pas-
sions, and by nothing is passion bridled as it is by the fire of fear, for fear is
the fire which burns the appetites” (Mungidh, 36). Fear brings one closer to
transcendent knowledge in al-Ghazali’s thought. “How can fear not pos-
sess excellence,” al-Ghazali insists, “when by it one acquires purity . . . and
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piety and self-conquest, i.e., the virtuous acts which bring one very near
to God!” (Munqidh, 36). Fear elides the difference between the visible and
invisible world, allowing the faithful to approach the divine through the
everyday

Poe’s tales can hardly be read as religious heuristics, but fear, or more
precisely its intensification into terror, has an essential function in tales that
refer to the arabesque, such as “Ligeia,” “The Fall of the House of Usher,” and
“The Masque of the Red Death.” Each of these domestic terrors challenges
a metaphysics of corporeal transcendence. In fact, the terror in these stories
often emanates from bodies that refuse the teleology of death, be they Lady
Ligeia, the Lady Madeline, or the Red Death party crasher. Describing Lige-
ia’s preparation for burial, Joan Dayan explains, “She, like the narrator, is
being prepared for a more terrible visitation: her body remains where it is, to
be alternately activated and exhausted in tune with the narrator’s oscillating
thoughts about the lady he sees and the one he remembers.”® Rather than
transcendence, Poe’s domestic terrors focus on immanence by collapsing
the line not only between life and death but between individual subjectivi-
ties. In these tales, bodies do not transcend the physical world; they refuse
to leave it once they die. Poe and al-Ghazali both employ fear as a response
to epistemological anguish. For al-Ghazali, fear motivates him eventually to
follow the Sufi path, to practice mystical contemplation as a form of dhouq
(3s3; taste). In al-Ghazali’s account, fear is a religiously grounded response
to his epistemological skepticism.

Poe, in contrast, systematically pushes fear beyond its rational limit,
into terror. Terror is not only Poe’s signature romantic affect; it also
defines his alteration of romance’s signification. A scene from “The Fall
of the House of Usher” demonstrates how Poe revised the romantic medi-
evalism of a writer such as Irving into his own unique aesthetic?® As the
narrator reads to Usher from a medieval romance about the gallant knight
Ethelrod, the sounds written on the page correlate with the sounds of the
actual movements of the prematurely buried Lady Madeline unscrew-
ing her coffin lid and climbing the stairs: “for there could be no doubt
whatever that, in this instance, I did actually hear . . . alow and apparently
distant. ..screaming or grating sound—the exact counterpart of what
my fancy had already conjured up for the dragon’s unnatural shriek as
described by the romancer” (CT, 244). The passage thematically collapses
the boundary separating text and reality. The words in Usher’s book enter
the “real” world of the reader, performing as the onomatopoetics of terror.
It is a process that ripples outward, for the reader within Poe’s tale acts as
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an analogue for the reader of Poe’s tale, modeling the affective experience
of terror that the writer has designed his fiction to produce. Sensation
replaces sentiment when the fate of Usher usurps the fate of the knight
Ethelrod as the focus of the romance’s action.

Al-Ghazali and Poe both use fear to structure interiority, creating a
space where questions about immanence and transcendence are con-
fronted, borders dividing the invisible and the visible world are collapsed,
and values are potentially reversed. Fear pushes al-Ghazali toward divine
wisdom, the knowledge that here is a preparation for “there,” but it pushes
Poe’s characters toward earthly horror, toward skepticism that there is any
“there” other than here. The epistemological impasse in Poe’s tales is even-
tually answered by a terror that embodies the reader and makes the text
a living thing. Yet al-Ghazali’s “door of fear” and Poe’s sensational ter-
ror both act as a dissolvent, an agent that reveals the inherent connection
between the tangible and the intangible, between illusion and reality, and
between the present and the eternal. Al-Ghazali uses this dissolution to
remind the Muslim reader that earthly life is a dress rehearsal for a here-
after that is already present but invisible. Poe maintains that the here and
now of this world may be ultimately inescapable.

Poe’s Arabesque Reconsidered

With a rudimentary understanding of Islamic mysticism, it is now pos-
sible to reapproach Poe’s arabesque with an appreciation for the formal
violence it enacts. The arabesque conducts Poe’s principle of sensation in
“Ligeia,” progressively building a tension that ultimately releases itself in
the reader’s experience of “shock.” However, this progressive use of the
arabesque, in both theory and praxis, to achieve “shock” is at odds with
the Islamic interpretation of the Arab foliate pattern’s (tfawrig) nonpro-
gressive nature. As an infinite pattern without development, the Arabo-
Islamic ornament diffuses aesthetic tension rather than build it. Through
agglutination of foliated forms in its field of representation, the tawrig
encourages persistent movement of the eye across the visible patterns, a
movement that ultimately encourages the mind to take flight from the
artwork itself. Accordingly, tawrigs in Islamic art often appear in trun-
cated forms at the edge of a field of representation, encouraging the viewer
to move off the finite and toward the infinite. Grasping and understand-
ing each foliated pattern may provide an emotional release, what the
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ethnomusicologist Lois Ibn al Faruqi has called the principle of dafgah
(outpouring), but this release does not produce shock or terror.* Quite the
opposite. The tawriq is a meditative form in Islamic aesthetics, one meant
to inspire thoughts of the divine. In Poe’s aesthetics, it provides the for-
mula of romantic tension. The difference in the arabesque’s and the taw-
rig’s function is in many ways the difference in the respective meanings of
taste and dhougq (taste).

The affect of terror created by the convolutions of Poe’s arabesque
stands in stark contrast to the original affective purpose of the tawriq. The
art historian Ernst Kuhnel writes about the Islamic ornament that “it is
obviously the decorative intention that the eye of the viewer is not arrested
by the pleasant detail, but that it is delighted by the kaleidoscope pass-
ing of an ever-changing and disappearing harmony of unreal forms.™ The
pleasing detail and kaleidoscope harmony of the original “Arab spirit”
is perverted into “an endless succession of ghastly forms” in the “Ligeia”
interior. In Poe’s formal world, the arabesque pattern does not accrete
meaning; it undergoes a catachresis.

The self-replication encountered through Poe’s arabesque represents
a formal change in the grammatical structure of the Arabo-Islamic pat-
tern. In Islamic mysticism, the tawriq expresses a mirror motif, but one
that has quite different aesthetic aims than Poe’s mirrors. Muslim artists
often refer to the tawriq pattern as a reference to creation being a reflec-
tion of the divine names on the dark ground of nothingness or a symbol
for the heart acting as a mirror that has to be polished repeatedly in order
to assimilate the splendor of divine beauty. Both these conceptualizations
of the tawriq ultimately bring viewers into contemplation of Allah, not
themselves. This Islamic concept is captured in a section of the Qur’an’s
Surat al-Baqarah, oft repeated by Sufi mystics: “to Allah belong the East
and the West: whithersoever ye turn, there is Allah’s face, for Allah is
all-Embracing, All Knowing” (2:115). In Sufi hermeneutics, the mirrored
structure of the tawriqg represents the essential unity of the world’s con-
stituent pieces. In Poe, the arabesque is both a medium through which to
express his individualism (his unique aesthetic, his unique market appeal)
and a message about the modern anxieties unleashed when individualism
is threatened by a collapse between self and other.

The Sufi mystical writer Ibn Arabi, in his thirteenth-century master-
piece Fusus al-hikam (The Bezels of Wisdom), addresses the collapse of
subjective and objective poles of identification, the same collapse Poe
explores through the arabesque pattern.
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In one sense the Reality is creature, so consider

In another He is not, so reflect.

Who grasps my saying, his perception will not dim,

Nor may one grasp it save he be endowed with perception.
Whether you assert unity or distinction, the Self is Unique.
As also the Many that are and yet are not.*

Ibn Arabi describes how the conflation of subjective and objective posi-
tions provides the Muslim a vision of unity that is enlightening, not ter-
rifying. As William Chittick explains, Ibn Arabi’s major methodological
contribution to Islamic theology was his harmonization of reason and
imagination (a goal with which Poe would happily associate himself).
Reason, based on differentiation and discernment, held that God was
incompatible with worldly things, a doctrine known as tanzih (incompat-
ibility; «;s). This is the assertion of “distinction” that Ibn Arabi references
in the preceding quotation, the anti-anthropomorphism behind the claim
that “He” (God) is not creaturely. Imagination, on the other hand, per-
ceives identity and sameness, and hence through it we see God’s presence
rather than his absence in worldly things. This is a doctrine known as
tashbih (similarity; «.z5). Those who believe in tashbih, Sufi mystics who
adhered to a theory of unveiling (kashf/ .ss), assert the “unity” mentioned
in Arabi’s poem. They believe that “Reality is creature.”

Despite Ibn Arabi’s and Poe’s quite different aesthetic goals, both
explore the connections between opposites through the figural method.
Ibn Arabi rejected the stance of theological authorities for whom declar-
ing God similar to creation was a heresy, arguing that tashbih was the nec-
essary corollary of tanzih. He sought to reconcile traditionalist and ratio-
nalist interpretive approaches through figurative interpretation. For Ibn
Arabi, the Perfect Man could become the perfect image of God.* The Per-
fect Man is he who combines in himself both heaven and earth in a real-
ization of wahdat al-wujud (ss>9) s1>5; Oneness of Being).* This is a person
who is “at once the eye by which the divine subject sees Himself and the
perfectly polished mirror that perfectly reflects the divine light” (Bezels,
35). Regarded by Islamic historians as the most influential commentator
on Islamic mysticism, Ibn Arabi approached the Quranic text as, in Aus-
tin’s words, “a mirror to the reader, in that the [reader] will perceive in
it only what his own spiritual state permits him to see” (introduction to
Bezels, 19). Ibn Arabi was fond of perverse formulations that challenged
readers to open their inner eye. The contradictions and oppositions in Ibn
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Arabi’s writings are meant to guide the initiate toward a “perception” of
unity. Metaphoric language that weds seeming opposites is central to the
achievement of this “perception.” To Ibn Arabi, metaphor enhanced the
Quran’s mystical qualities and allowed readers to see it as text with open-
ended meanings. This approach to the Qur’an is perverse in the sense
that it goes against traditional Islamic approaches that hold that the Holy
Qur’an is a book of answers and fixed certainties rather than a book that
opens horizons of new thought.

In Poe’s romantic arabesque, the Islamic religious function of the
tawriq is not perverse but perverted. Poe strips the arabesque of its reli-
gious significance and reinvests it with the secular anxieties about indi-
viduality, distinction, uniqueness, and/or sovereignty. This process is in
fact dramatized within “Ligeia.” But so is an arabesque aesthetic that
uses figurative language to create conduits between opposites. The char-
acteristic tension in Poe’s tales between life and death, immanence and
transcendence, pleasure and terror, and the real and the imaginary is
resolved not in a dialectical synthesis but rather in a process of cathexis
exemplified by Ligeia’s occupation of Lady Rowena’s corpse. Poe evacu-
ates the presence of Allah in his arabesque. As a result, the viewer of the
arabesque in Poe’s fiction is not brought into contemplation of the divine
through self-reflection but rather stays mired in self-contemplation. Ter-
ror is not grounded in a fear of God, as it is in al-Ghazali, but rather in
fear of oneself. The promise of spiritual unity offered in Sufi mystical
approaches to the image of the mirror, such as those suggested by Ibn
Arabi, doubles back onto the viewer in “Ligeia” as a threat of profound
spiritual isolation.

The “alien presence” that infiltrates the home space in Poe’s tales of ter-
ror is born out of the decorator’s own decorative impulse. The “alien pres-
ence” emerges out of the subject’s effort to create a screen of subjectivity
in an aesthetic world without religious underpinning. And yet the secular
terror Poe conjures is dependent on religious conceits. For Ibn Arabi, the
collapse of the subjective and objective poles of identification captured in
his images of the mirror precipitates a realization that all distinction, dif-
ference, and contrast are illusory. This conflation brings the realization
that humanity is but a facet of a single Being, whose reality commissions
all derivative being and experience. For Poe, the collapse of the subjec-
tive and objective pole is indicative of a modern world voided of religious
authorities and littered with religious pieties that have lost their value. The
arabesque in this sense acts as a ruin.
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In discussing the significance of the ruin to understanding the trans-
formation of material objects into art, Alois Riegl differentiates between
what he calls “historical value” and “art value.™® In Riegl’s grammar of the
visual arts, the monument in the past age has “historical value,” and the
ruin in the present age has “art value” precisely because it has survived its
historical context and exists only for aesthetic truth. But if the arabesque
in Poe’s domestic terrors represents on one hand an act of forgetting, an
act of replacing historical narrative with aesthetic representation, it is
on the other hand an incomplete act of forgetting that always threatens,
through its mutable forms, to recall the history it has been summoned
to erase. The displaced almost always returns in Poe’s tales, and the dead
often refuse to die. This movement from erasure to remembrance creates
the affect of terror in Poe’s domestic tales. It is a movement captured in
the arabesque’s transformation from static to mobile image. It is also a
movement that points to the fundamental connections between Western
romantic uses of the arabesque, Arab romantic uses of the tawrig, and
Islamic religious uses of the tawrig.

The Arabo-Islamic tawriq is inspired by the Islamic concept of tawhid
(unity). In Poe, it appears as an allegorical fragment, borrowed from Arab
culture and reinterpreted within a different cultural context. In turn, the
arabesque in critical approaches to Poe provides a vehicle for discussing
the fragmentation of the artistic sphere from the didactic, religious, and
political sphere—for modernity. What had been in Islamic interpretations
a principle of unity becomes in Poe’s aesthetics and the critical canon sur-
rounding Poe a principle of fragmentation. This literary principle, in turn,
has a political application. Definitions of the secular nation-state insist
that, unlike a society built on religious principles, in America, religion
and politics, private belief and public ethic, personal morality and state
law are distinct spheres.

Using the aesthetic as a space where the threatening aspects of Islam
as a competitive source of revelation can be neutralized has long been a
tactic of Western approaches to Arabo-Islamic cultural material. This aes-
thetic neutering of Islamic religious signification has a special relation-
ship to nineteenth-century romanticism. The project of modernity, Asad
argues, employs proliferating technologies that generate “new experiences
of space and time, of cruelty and health, of consumption and knowledge.”
The notion that these new experiences imply direct access to reality, Asad
goes on to say, is “arguably, a product of nineteenth-century romanticism,
partly linked to the growing habit of reading imaginative literature—being
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enclosed within and by it Produced by transnational nineteenth-
century romanticism, the emergence of a distinct genre of imaginative
literature in mid-nineteenth-century America had the immediate effect
of reinforcing readers’ belief in the disenchanted nature of their contem-
porary Western society. The mid-nineteenth-century emergence of imagi-
native literature also had the retrospective effect of enchanting the “pre-
modern” past. This premodern past was attractive and readily retrievable
in the proliferating Oriental tales that appeared in nineteenth-century
American magazines.*

For the American reading public in a golden age of magazines, the Ori-
ent acted not only as an escapist realm of premodern fantasy and nostalgia
but also as a location that structured conceits about the nation’s modern,
secular identity. The replacement of religious icons with literary icons or,
to put it otherwise, the substitution of the role of aesthetic taste for the
role of the religious in promoting a unifying experience of belonging is
one of the major innovations of the modern secular state and its print cul-
ture. It is an innovation intimately connected to Poe and to his historical
moment. Poe’s translation of the arabesque into American literature cre-
ates what critics refer to again and again as his modern aesthetic. But what
violence does this translation enact on the Arab culture from which the
arabesque is abstracted? What relation does this translation have to the
development of Arab literary modernity? On the other hand, how can the
arabesque be used to distinguish Arab aesthetics from Islamic aesthetics,
as well as to reveal the continuities between American romanticism and
both these aesthetic traditions?

Adonis sees the problem of modernity in the Arab world as a prob-
lem of language. Language in the Arab perspective, explains Adonis, “is
not a tool for communicating a detached meaning; . . . it is meaning itself
because it is thought” (Arab Poetics, 82). What was once the sign of the
Arabs’ presence and creativity, Arabic, has now become, in Adonis’s view,
a corrupt and degraded form. The result is that the modern Arab “appears
ignorant of what has given him his identity, or who he is” (ibid.). Adonis
explains that for the pre-Islamic Jahiliyya poet, who served as the early
Arab grammarians’ resource for “pure” Arabic language, poetry was a
communal activity that linked poet to tribe. Poetry was first and foremost
oral, and the poet’s “basic preoccupation was . . . that his poem must cor-
respond to what was in his listener’s soul,” for “what was in his listener’s
soul was part of the common code” (27). Adonis asserts that this Jahili-
yya poetry “was judged according to how far it could arouse tarab, a state
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of musical delight or ecstasy, and the poetics was founded on what could
be called an aesthetics of listening and delight” (27). This experience of
aural delight carried over into the early Islamic community of Arabs and
still informs much of that community’s relationship to the Qur’an. Thus,
the problem of modernity in the Arab world in general, and Arab poetics
in specific, comes back to questions of the sacred and the profane. “If we
remember [language’s] relationship to the sacred, and more precisely to
the Quran,” Adonis admonishes, “can we not see in the current ignorance
surrounding its usage or in the call for it to be modified by dialectal struc-
tures which separate it from the sacred, a sort of declaration of a changed
awareness and identity?” (82-83).

Adonis’s conservative meditation on the Arabic language provides
a linking point between Poe’s arabesque and modern Arab poetics. The
problem Poe explores through the arabesque is the same problem Adonis
explores through Arabic, the gap that has emerged between language and
experience, between the word and identity. If we view the arabesque in
this intercultural context, it appears to have a function very similar to the
sacred capacities of the Arabic language itself (whether or not the user is
Muslim). Poe’s arabesque, estranged from its original context, functions
in American culture as translation divorced from meaning. It has figural
value instead of informational content. In a similar vein, the aural quali-
ties of the Qurian operate as ecstatic sounds independent of meaning, for
one need not speak Arabic to appreciate the beauty and religious rapture
of Qurianic recitation. I am claiming that Poe’s arabesque is the transla-
tion of Arab culture into American culture, a translation that in its cata-
chrestic quality creates entirely new cultural forms that are often inde-
pendent of meaning and reliant on direct experience. A return to a world
in which the word and sensation have become covalent again is certainly
indicative of Poe’s art-for-art’s-sake aesthetic. But this return also speaks
directly to Islamic notions of the primary importance of the aural and to
Adonis’s emphasis on the importance of “pure” Arabic language.

A Tell-Tale Coda

In M. H. Abrams’s highly influential critical analysis of romanticism, The
Mirror and the Lamp, the author posits a thesis as direct as it is power-
ful.# Prior to the romantics, Abrams argues, literature was largely con-
ceived as a mirror that reflected the world. In contrast, romantic writing
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was conceived as a lamp pouring light outward. The image of the writer as
a solitary and radiant force illuminating the world with his creative power
is one that Poe would have embraced and that his later critics did embrace
for him. Walt Whitman figures Poe as a glowing light whelmed by the
welter of a storm when he refers to him as a “lurid dream” in a Novem-
ber 1875 Washington Star article>° James Russell Lowell, Charles Baude-
laire, Henry James, and William Carlos Williams all employed a favorite
romantic trope of creative illumination in referring to Poe as a “genius.”
And yet within Poe’s oeuvre, it is not lamps but mirrors and mirroring
motifs that consistently develop his own, arabesque, theory of romanti-
cism. Rather than mimetically reproducing the world as it is, Poe’s mir-
rors produce uncanny doublings that blur the distinction between the real
and the imaginary. The relationship between inspiration and transference
in Poe’s romanticism is thus a vexed one. It is a relationship triangulated
by a third conceptual object, the veil.

Though The Mirror and the Lamp is Abrams’s most acclaimed book, it
was a later work of romantic literary criticism, Natural Supernaturalism,
that he called his most important.>* In Natural Supernaturalism, Abrams
examines the influence of Biblical and theological thinking on secular lit-
erature, ultimately defining romanticism as the transference of religious
expression into secular expression. Abrams’s analysis focuses on Judeo-
Christian sources, but the scope and resonance of his insight is usefully
broadened by considering the presence of Islamic references in Western
romantic traditions. Infusing Poe’s Oriental references with their Arab
and Islamic significations makes his romantic arabesque appear not as the
creation of autochthonous genius or the result of mimetic transference.
Rather it provides a key to interpreting what happens when the light of
Western inspiration shines on the veiled mirror of Eastern culture. The
image that returns is a figural interpretation of what lies beneath that veil;
it is an American arabesque.

Located in the very middle of Poe’s “The Tell-Tale Heart” is an encoun-
ter between the anomic narrator and the patriarch of the house. In this
encounter, the narrator illuminates the old man’s rheumy eye with a “sin-
gle dim ray” shot from a lantern. The eye, a natural and metaphysical mir-
ror, stares at the narrator in a veiled form that refuses to reflect humanity
back to him. We can think of this moment of encounter between lamp
and mirror as analogous to the image of the mirror that Ibn Arabi often
uses, an image that relies not on the specially coated glass mirror of
today but rather on the metal mirror of his own day. This metal mirror
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had to be expertly polished in order to preserve its reflective qualities.
The more skillfully the metal surface was polished, the more the other-
ness of the mirror was reduced to a minimum or effaced for the reflecting
consciousness. But, as Austin explains, “To the extent, however, that the
mirror reflects a dulled and distorted image, it manifests its own other-
ness and detracts from the identity of the image and subject.”™ The iden-
tity of image and subject is the key to Ibn Arabi’s epistemology. Linking
reason and imagination harmonizes the traditionalist doctrine of tanzih
with the Sufi doctrine of unveiling, or tashbih. To think of God as either
present or absent, Ibn Arabi argues, is to see with only one eye. Perfect
knowledge requires that you see with both the eye of reason and the eye of
imagination.

The violence in “The Tell-Tale Heart,” of the narrator against a man
who was “like a father” to him and with whom he sympathetically shares
the experience of terror, can be located in the absence of identity between
image and subject—in the imperfect polish of the mirror that the old man
presents to the viewer. It is an absence of identity that emerges with the
revelation of a dull and rheumy eye/mirror that distinctly “manifests its
otherness.” Here the eye of reason and the eye of imagination are radically
split and pitted against each other. Here the mirror is veiled. “I saw it with
perfect distinctness—all a dull blue, with a hideous veil over it that chilled
the very marrow of my bones; but I could see nothing else of the old
man’s face or person; for I had directed the ray as if by instinct, precisely
upon that damned spot” (CT, 304-5). This intertwining of gazes—the one
prosthetic and mechanical, the other occult and obscured—reads like an
encounter between the lantern of Western Enlightenment rationality and
the veil of Eastern mysticism.

If the encounter between lantern and veil speaks to the transnational
phenomenon of Orientalism, it also has a very particular valence for
American Orientalism. Confronted with the interpretive ray of lantern
light, the human eye in “The Tell-Tale Heart,” a symbol of nineteenth-
century America’s stress on seeing (its eidos of vision, illumination, ratio-
nality, and penetration), stares back at the viewer with a blind impenetra-
bility that excites rage and madness. The old man’s eye is an object that
both refuses to be disenchanted by the lamp light of reason and refuses to
provide vision itself. Doubly impenetrable, the blind and veiled eye clings
stubbornly to an obscurity that is reversible for the viewer and the viewed.
The symbolic interconnectedness of organic life envisioned in Emerson’s
image of a “transparent eye-ball” evaporates in Poe’s tale> What remains
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is the image of an eye milky with blindness and parasitically attached to
its host, as though it were a “vulture eye.”

There is a lesson about transnational exchange to be drawn from this
encounter with a rheumatic eye that refuses to act as a mirror. This lesson
suggests that the “deep time” of cultural influence does not always pro-
duce smooth transitions from the Persian poetry of Hafiz to the transcen-
dentalist writings of Emerson’* Tracing the lines of intercultural influence
does not always reveal aesthetic “twins” in whose work we can recognize
a universal aspect of American culture participating in the development
of localized identity across the map. This intercultural influence just as
often produces the interpretive violence that characterizes the life of the
image of the Arab in American discourse—an interpretive violence that
does not create global communities out of spatially separated individuals
but rather abstracts certain individuals away from their history, culture,
and identity in order to rhetorically clear a space for other imagined com-
munities to flourish.

Although “The Tell-Tale Heart” makes no mention of Arabs, its use
of certain transatlantic Orientalist tropes to structure its sentiments of
violence, fear, anxiety, and guilt over usurpation demonstrate the central
argument I am making about American literature’s catachrestical use of
the image of the Arab. Disconnected from any Eastern context and dis-
playing no primary knowledge of the Orient as such, Poe’s Oriental imag-
ery is quite consciously put to the service of creating a variously located
American milieu of fantasy. This fantasy milieu had nothing to do with
Eastern contact or colonies and everything to do with North American
contact and the foundational myths of American identity. The figure of
the Arab in Poe is shaped by transnational flows of imagery, but it tells an
American story of nativity. What disappears in this story and what is too
often ignored in the critical canon surrounding Poe’s Orientalism is any
engagement with Arab culture on its own terms. And yet this American
adoption of the image of the Arab into the iconography of its domestic
colonial dramas has a formative impact on definitions of Arabness that
eventually influence modern Arab self-definition.

The point of this chapter, then, is not that the arabesque is transformed
from an aniconic religious image to an icon of secularized romantic irony
in Poe’s aesthetics but that this transformation is a distillation of the cul-
tural politics of American Arabism. American Arabism is a symptom-
atic discourse that allows citizens to employ images of the Arab both to
confront questions of origins, nativity, indigenousness, belonging, and
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ownership and to structure their own sense of national and personal sov-
ereignty. In Poe’s arabesque, in the critical literature surrounding Poe’s
arabesque, and in the Western intellectual history attendant to the ara-
besque pattern, the image of the Arab becomes a source of speculation
on origins of one kind or another and ultimately a literary instrument in
creating the imagined community of America. In the course of this spec-
ulation, the image of the Arab is disassociated from actual Arab peoples
and culture and transformed into a trope of aesthetic contemplation. This
transformation from culturally situated material human to decultured
figural device in Poe’s poetics is indicative of what happened to the image
of the Arab circulating in the realm of American literature proper in the
mid-nineteenth century. But it is also a transformation that is reversible. It
is by being attendant both to the materiality of the arabesque pattern and
to the formal qualities of the Arabo-Islamic design called the tawriq that
I have attempted to hark to the heartbeat of a dialectic between American
and Arab culture that has been buried, as it were, beneath the floorboards
of literary history.



American Moors

and the Barbaresque

Standing on the shores of Morocco just prior to return-
ing to Harlem in the 1930s, the Caribbean writer Claude McKay pays
romantic homage to the Barbary Coast almost a century and a half
after the word Barbary circulated in American print culture as an
indicator of savagery and slavery. “The Moroccans are a magical bar-
baric people,” McKay announces, “if one isn’t too civilized to appreci-
ate the subtlety and beauty of their barbaresques.”™ Federal-era Amer-
ican captives in North Africa used the term Barbary as a discursive
tool to establish the civilized mandates of the new, slave-owning, U.S.
nation. In the process of projecting nascent nineteenth-century Amer-
ican racial hierarchies across a global field and presenting American
secular democratic values as universal, these working-class sailors also
anxiously acknowledged their country’s multicultural composition.
McKay, in the post-World War I Jim Crow years, tropes Barbary in
order to blend the categories of civilized and savage and undercut the
logic of segregation.

By “-esqueing” Barbary, McKay twists the trope of barbarism, associ-
ated with Africa, into a question of taste—a transhistorical and transspa-
tial marker of civilization. Barbary captives used aesthetic categories such
as appreciation for architectural beauty and literacy to differentiate their
civilized status from the barbarous status of their North African captors.
McKay disassociates taste and civilization, opening up a semantic space
of appreciation for the barbaric. Improvising on the discourse of primi-
tivism, McKay vernacularizes Barbary, changing it into a “barbaresque”
that speaks to African subtlety and beauty, as well as the limits of civilized
America’s cosmopolitan artistic sensibility. To further complicate the
twist on the Barbary trope McKay enacts, his ode to Moroccan “barba-
resques” is followed by a formalist poem that indulges in blatant images of

138



American Moors and the Barbaresque 139

Orientalist fantasy, including a line that praises dancing “fatmahs shaking
their flamenco feet.”” McKay seizes the right to gaze on African culture
with the eyes of civilized distance, as well as with the sympathies of primi-
tive taste. In doing so, McKay situates himself as a black Orientalist who
both inherits and revises a white discourse on civilized superiority. Rather
than use North Africa as a screen through which to negotiate the anxi-
eties of white privilege in America, as Barbary captives did, McKay uses
North Africa to explore the privileges of blackness.

This chapter borrows McKay’s term “barbaresque” and applies it to
the representations of Arabs and Islam found in early twentieth-century
black discourses on American national identity. These representations are
hardly consistent and often speak directly to differences in theories on
self-representation, as well as to the aesthetic divides that these differences
engender. For instance, W. E. B. DuBois, champion of the “talented tenth,”
mines African Islam as a source of racial pride, especially in the late The
World and Africa, and occasionally co-opts Arab history as African his-
tory. On the other hand, McKay, voice of the “debauched tenth,” offers
more fraught accounts of the relationship between Arabness and Afri-
canness. His engagements with Arab race and Islamic culture ultimately
allow him to narrate a form of black Orientalism and a form of primitiv-
ism. Despite their differences, both DuBois and McKay contributed to an
uplift discourse that used representations of Arabs and Islam to rewrite
the history of black identity in the New World. In the early twentieth cen-
tury, a range of black writers created their own American arabesques,
often reformulating romantic origin narratives familiar from white Ori-
entalist discourse.

The most salient figure of black engagement with Arab and/or Islamic
culture is the Moor. Moor was a term used in American vernacular dis-
course since the eighteenth century, but it gained a new purchase in the
context of early twentieth-century black uplift discourse. In an effort to
invest black American identity with historical continuity, New Negro and
Harlem Renaissance writers often turned to North Africa and Islam. So
did a wealth of street-corner prophets who traveled north and west with
the Great Migration. This chapter pays close attention to one of the most
mysterious and biographically elusive street-corner prophets, Noble Drew
Ali, founder of the still-extant Moorish Science Temple. Though black
intellectual elites such as DuBois held street-corner prophets such as
Drew Ali in low regard, the two men shared a common interest in co-
opting narratives about North African civilization for the service of black
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American uplift. A powerful counterweight to images of African primi-
tivism, North African history from the pharaohs through the advent of
Islamic kingdoms provided early twentieth-century black writers with
proof of African civilization, cultural sophistication, and imperial power.
The connection between this “sophisticated” African identity and Arab or
Arabo-Islamic identity is often murky, mutable, or invented but is none-
theless key to various rhetorical efforts both to extend the color line and to
prove black humanity to a larger white audience.

The goal of extending the color line and appealing to white audiences,
of course, was not shared by everyone who employed the figure of the
Moor. DuBois, Drew Ali, and McKay all use references to the Moor as part
of their explorations of racial identity and race relations, but they come to
quite distinct conclusions. McKay’s complex representation of Morocco
in the context of his commitment to the ethnic renewal of the Harlem
Renaissance exists in tension with the representation of Morocco located
in the writings of Drew Ali, for instance. Drew Ali’s Morocco is a very
different discursive touchstone than McKay’s Morocco. Whereas McKay
represents Morocco as barbarous, Drew Ali represents it as the pinnacle
of human civilization. Whereas McKay revels in the aesthetic appeal of
Moroccan primitivism, Drew Ali uses Moroccan culture to model black
middle-class respectability. However, both writers trope Morocco to cre-
ate new black modalities. These new modalities disaggregate African cul-
ture from white models of historical knowledge.

The conflicts between embracing primitivism and cultivating cultural
sophistication that McKay exploits in his own engagements with “bar-
baresques” are central to debates about the goals and methods of early
twentieth-century black uplift discourses. How the figure of the Moor was
“-esqued” by writers involved in movements such as the New Negro, the
Harlem Renaissance, and black internationalism is the focus of this chap-
ter. Reading the differences between DuBois’s and Drew Ali’s engagement
with the figure of the Moor alongside the differences between McKay’s
and Drew Ali’s engagement with the figure of Morocco/Barbary clari-
fies the way class divides affected the longevity, success, and reception
of African American sociopolitical movements. The figure of the Moor
was mobilized for both spiritual and secular discourses on black identity.
Tracking its uses in the first decades of the twentieth century reveals how
intraethnic class and religious reconciliation were often sacrificed in black
uplift discourses on the altar of interethnic racial reconciliation.
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The Prophet Noble Drew Ali

Black newspapers across the Northeast and Midwest had been sporadi-
cally covering the Moorish Science Temple since 1927, mostly exhibit-
ing curiosity about their leader, a man who claimed that Americans of
African descent were in reality Moors from Morocco. But in March 1929,
the alternative religious movement caught the full attention of the black
press. The event that sparked the increased coverage of the Moors was
their involvement in a bloody confrontation with Chicago police. As a
number of black newspapers reported, the confrontation resulted in the
fatal shooting of two police officers and the arrest of the group’s leader,
Noble Drew Ali. Adding to the intrigue was the report that the shoot-out
was precipitated by the murder of one of the Moorish Science Temple’s
members by a rival faction. What was Noble Drew Ali’s role in the mur-
der, if any? Who were these Moors, and what did they preach? Why did
they call themselves Moors? Why did they wear Islamic headgear such as
the fez and the turban? Upon Noble Drew Ali’s release and subsequent
death from mysterious causes only a few months later, the Moorish Sci-
ence Temple factionalized, and the plot thickened. The story of Drew Ali’s
death and the temple’s schism was carried on the front page of the Chicago
Defender and in feature articles in the Pittsburgh Courier, as well as in the
Philadelphia Tribune. This news was largely ignored in white owned and
operated press outlets, as was Drew Ali himself.

The elaborate filigree of hagiographic detail that has accumulated
around the historical picture of Noble Drew Ali traces out the margi-
nalia of a tale as romantic as any found in Oriental fantasies. Generally
recognized as being born in North Carolina on January 8, 1886, Timothy
Drew may or may not have been the son of former slaves or of a Moroccan
Muslim father and a Native American mother. He may or may not have
been the descendant of Bilali Mahomet, a Muslim slave who lived off the
coast of Georgia on a Sapelo Island plantation and wrote one of the few
nineteenth-century American documents in Arabic? True or apocryphal,
the details of Drew Ali’s early biography create a pattern recognizable
from oral histories of folk heroes who symbolize resistance to institutional
power. These details include being adopted by a tribe of Cherokee Indians
when his mother died, falling in with a band of Roma gypsies to escape
an abusive aunt, traveling with a circus as a magician, sailing around the
world as a merchant seaman, and working as a railway man.*
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If this early biographical information plays on and plays up Drew Ali’s
propensity to find community with the dispossessed, the story of his com-
ing into the realization of his prophethood focuses on his empowerment
through the acquisition of coded titles, tools, and names. These codes
speak to an affiliation not with the dispossessed but with a rising class of
black bourgeoisie and spiritual entrepreneurs, as well as with men such
as Marcus Garvey, to whom Drew Ali refers as his own John the Baptist.
The prominence of Egypt, Mecca, and the pyramids as well as the names
Sharif and Noble in the oral history surrounding Drew Ali suggests a con-
nection between his Moorish Science Temple and fraternal organizations
such as the black Masons and the black Shriners. By the turn of the twen-
tieth century, over five million Americans had joined some six hundred
different fraternal orders. The nomenclature and symbols used by alterna-
tive black versions of the white fraternal organizations that were grow-
ing exponentially in the last decades of the nineteenth century provide a
clue as to why the Islamic names and Arab cultural references that Drew
Ali employed had a purchase in the African American community. These
symbols and codes spoke of ambition and success, be it class or race based,
to a group of migrants who had come north to find a better life for them-
selves and their families. Founded in the United States in the eighteenth
century by the Caribbean-born Prince Hall, black Freemasonry provided
a common point of reference for many upwardly mobile and politically
conscious members of the African diaspora.®

Globally contextualized by movements such as black nationalism,
Freemasonry operates as a conduit for and conductor of pan-African
consciousness. Just as black Freemasonry offered both an alternative to
racially exclusive white Freemasonry and a continuation of the secret
societies and social clubs that had always played a prevalent role in the
cultural life of West Africans, its outgrowth the black Shriners (founded
in 1893) also filled social, economic, and political needs for the African
American population” A more exclusive group than the black Freema-
sons (a member must be a thirty-second- or thirty-third-degree Mason),
the Ancient Egyptian Arabic Order, Nobles of the Mystic Shrine, adopted
many of the same Islamically coded regalia, rituals, and iconography as
their white counterparts, the Ancient Arabic Order, Nobles of the Mystic
Shrine. Most notable is the wearing of the familiar fez, the use of a Quran,
and the invocation of both Allah and Muhammad in rituals of Shriner
initiation. The founder of the Shriners, Billy Florence, claimed to have
journeyed to Mecca, where he received a secret document that forms the
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basis of the group’s charter. It is a story that shares an inordinate amount
of specific details with the origin story of Drew Ali’s Moorish Science
Temple.

Sometime after Ali’s sixteenth birthday, he is said to have traveled to
Egypt, where he met the last priest of an ancient cult of High Magic who
took him to the pyramid of Cheops, blindfolded him, and abandoned him
there. When Drew Ali found his way out of the pyramid unguided, he was
immediately recognized as a potential adept and initiated under the name
Sharif Abdul Ali. Drew Ali is also said to have traveled to Mecca, where
he met Abdul Aziz al-Saud, the future ruler of Saudi Arabia. It was either
in Egypt or in Mecca, depending on the oral history one chooses to privi-
lege, that Drew Ali came into possession of the Holy Koran of the Moor-
ish Science Temple of America (The Circle Seven Koran), a document that
covers, among other things, the lost years of Jesus’s wanderings in Asia.
Upon Drew Ali’s “return” to the United States, he founded the Canaanite
Temple in Newark, New Jersey, in 1912 or 1913, preaching his doctrine in
basements, empty lots, and street corners with the help of a mysterious
fabric salesman named Dr. Suliman (who may or may not be the founder
of the Nation of Islam, W. D. Fard).?

The first in a series of worship centers that came to be collectively
known as the Moorish Science Temple, Newark Temple was joined over
the next decade by temples in Richmond and Petersburg, Virginia;
Charlestown, West Virginia; Pine Bluff, Arkansas; Baltimore, Maryland;
Youngstown and Cleveland, Ohio; Lansing and Detroit, Michigan; and
Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, Milwaukee, and Chicago. Membership is said
to have reached thirty thousand at some point before Ali’s mysterious
death in 1929 Though the movement’s first temple was located in New-
ark, Drew Ali put down his most permanent roots in Chicago. He estab-
lished a Moorish Science Temple there in 1925 (the same year as the peak
of the Harlem Renaissance), moving its base of operations from Newark.
From the Chicago headquarters, Drew Ali ran the day-to-day operation of
the temple. He supervised the production of a Moorish Science publica-
tion named The Voice of the Prophet (figure 7), which did everything from
reprint sections of The Circle Seven Koran to endorse politicians to supply
a Moorish society page written almost entirely by women in the move-
ment. Drew Ali also distributed the many Moorish Science products that
this publication advertised for mail order from Chicago, products such as
antiseptic bath compound and mineral healing oil. There is still a Moorish
Science Temple in use in Chicago’s Ukrainian Village, and its members
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still open the door in observance of the prophet’s directive “keep my tem-
ple doors open, and I will drive them in.™®

The Circle Seven Koran

The first known publication of The Circle Seven Koran appeared
in 1927, two years after the temple’s move to Chicago and two years
before Drew Ali’s death, though the work is purportedly much older.
The Circle Seven Koran is largely a plagiarized document, lifted prac-
tically verbatim from two sources that had their own prominence in
New Age and Rosicrucian movements. The first source, The Aquar-
ian Gospel of Jesus the Christ, covers chapters 2-19 in The Circle Seven
Koran. The second source, Unto Thee I Grant, covers chapters 20-44.
The final chapters of The Circle Seven Koran, chapters 45-48, appear
to have been written by Drew Ali himself and deal directly with the
Asiatic origins of the Moors. I focus on these final chapters, but by



American Moors and the Barbaresque 145

way of background, I want to provide a bit of information on the two
appropriated sources.

The Aquarian Gospel is liberal and mystical theosophical in perspec-
tive. The book’s topic is Christ’s sojourn in India during the years that the
Gospel loses track of him, from adolescence to thirty years of age. Attrib-
uted to an obscure figure from Ohio, Levi H. Dowling, the book is sup-
posedly transcribed from akashic records in 1908 but has an earlier 1894
French source, La Vie Inconnue de Jesus by Nikolai Notovitch. Notovitch,
a Russian Jew who converted to Christianity, claims to have discovered
the manuscript for his book in a Tibetan monastery in Ladakh, convinc-
ing a monk to translate its contents to him while he was nursing a broken
leg there. From these two very similar sources, Drew Ali’s text differs only
in changing the name “God” to “Allah” and stripping Jesus of his blue
eyes and blond hair. The Circle Seven Koran, in fact, spends much more
space discussing Jesus than it does Allah or Muhammad and has a very
clear Christian New Age underpinning.

Unto Thee I Grant is a Rosicrucian text with more obscure origins. Sri
Romathario, the editor or reviser, claims that the English version of the
manuscript dates back to 1760 but also that the original may be a Tibetan
translation of a work by the Egyptian pharaoh Akhenaton. Regardless
of its sources, the sections of Drew Ali’s Koran that he lifted from Unto
Thee I Grant focus on proper behavior and etiquette as it applies to young
people, young married couples, and children. Patriarchal in tone and
content, these sections are mostly devoid of the central theological argu-
ments made in the first half of Drew Ali’s Koran." In the final section of
The Circle Seven Koran, Drew Ali’s own voice comes to the fore, speaking
directly to the questions of racial identity and cultural heritage that are at
the center not only of early twentieth-century New Negro identity poli-
tics but also of American debates about immigration and national identity
more generally.

Drew Ali was not alone in his direct employment of Islam as a means
to attract individuals who felt disenfranchised within their own national
boundaries. A few streets down from Ali’s Moorish Science Temple head-
quarters in Chicago, another putatively Islamic organization was seek-
ing congregants from the African American community, the Ahmadi-
yya movement. Formally founded in 1900 by Ghulam Ahmad from the
Punjab, India, and introduced to America in 1920, the Ahmadiyya move-
ment was, unlike the American Moors, transnational in scope as well as
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philosophy. The Ahmadiyya movement found that it appealed to the same
Great Migration African American population from which the Moors
drew their congregants. Not surprisingly, then, Ahmadiyya missionaries
in the United States, such as Muhammad Sadiq, received attention in the
black press of the period as well. In the articles where Sadiq is quoted,
he links his pan-Islamism with pan-Africanist rhetoric. Similar to Drew
Ali’s Moorish Science Temple, the Ahmadiyya incorporated elements of
The Aquarian Gospel of Jesus the Christ that were rejected by mainstream
Muslims as heretical.

Drew Ali’s emphasis on the term Moor as the key to unlocking the
secret of black American identity, however, distinguishes his doctrine
both from indigenous black spiritualist movements tinged with New Age
religious syncretism and from foreign Islamic missionary movements
such as the Ahmadiyya. In The Circle Seven Koran and elsewhere, Drew
Ali insists that all Africans are originally descended from the “ancient
Canaanites from the land of Canaan” (Circle, 47:1). “The ‘Negro, as they
were called in this nation, have no nation to which they might look with
pride,” wrote Drew Ali in a note at the end of a copy of the Circle Seven
Koran; “their history starts with the close of the Civil War or more prop-
erly with his being forced to serve someone else.”> Drew Ali situates black
Americans not in white history or American history but in their own, as
he puts it, “Moorish” history.

Respected and insightful historians such as Michael Gomez, Edward
Curtis IV, Brent Turner, and Sherman Jackson have all looked to Noble
Drew Ali as a potential bridge between the orthodox forms of Islam that
came to America with the importation of West African slaves to the New
World and the indigenous black American Islam that sprang up in Ameri-
can cities in the 1920s and 1930s, but my interest is in Drew Ali’s inno-
vative reinterpretation of the term Moor. Drew Ali uses the term Moor
to translate Arabo-Islamic history into African American history and
ultimately to link Africanness and Americanness. The orthodoxy or lack
thereof of the Moorish Science Temple is not the focus of this chapter.
Rather, my analysis considers the instrumentalization of the term Moor
in Drew Ali’s reconstruction of American history. I am concerned with
the way in which the term Moor links literary language with political
language, romanticism with citizenship, and a transnational imaginary
with national identity politics. Drew Ali places Africa, Egypt, and Moor-
ish identity, in particular, at the core of his alternative vision of Ameri-
can citizenship. By choosing to identify American Moors with Moabites
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and Canaanites, Ali claims descent not from Jewish Biblical patriarchs but
from their Biblical enemies, consciously creating a counterdiscourse on
American origins from within the seedbed of American Orientalism. This
counterdiscourse posits America not as a New Israel but rather as ancient
Morocco, an interpretive shift that had major consequences for how Drew
Ali reinterpreted the Atlantic passage and thus reinterpreted black Ameri-
can identity.?

The American Moor

Drew Ali’s ontological and epistemological reinterpretation of black
American identity through the vehicle of the figure of the Moor begins
with a relocation of Africa and an insistence on African nativity in the
New World. In chapter 47 of The Circle Seven Koran, entitled “Egypt, the
Capital Empire of the Dominion of Africa,” Drew Ali binds the African
and American continents together through the vehicle of Egypt, a move
conversant with the rhetorical conflations of the two spaces that I dis-
cussed in chapter 2. But rather than lingering in Egypt, a trope present in
a number of other forms of black nationalist rhetoric and internationalist
thought, Drew Ali quickly moves to the Maghreb. In an imaginative geo-
graphical move with radical historical consequences for the remapping
of black identity in the New World, Drew Ali makes the Americas and
Morocco covalent by closing the Atlantic Ocean.

The Moabites from the land of Moab who received permission from the
Pharaohs of Egypt to settle and inhabit North-West Africa; they were the
founders and are the true possessors of the present Moroccan Empire.
With their Canaanite, Hittite, and Amorite brethren who sojourned from
the land of Canaan seeking new homes. Their dominion and inhabitation
extended from North-East and South-West Africa, across great Atlantis
even unto the present North, South, and Central America and also Mexico
and the Atlantis Islands; before the great earthquake, which caused the
great Atlantic Ocean. (Circle, 47:6-7)

Here, the Atlantic, the space of the middle passage, is not only a histori-
cal wound; it is also historical suture. Caused by “the great earthquake,”
the opening of the Atlantic highlights the centrality of the Mediterra-
nean in Drew Ali’s reconfiguration of African American identity. What
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is significant in this recounting of history and reallocation of geographic
belonging is the figuration of Moroccans (cum Moabites) as original
inhabitants of the New World. These inhabitants predate European set-
tlers by thousands of years. The Atlantic, a space of repressed memory
and forced removal for Africans according to European history, becomes
something else in Drew Ali’s account of Pangaeaic continental connec-
tion. It becomes the space that both divides Moorish Americans from
their original African heritage and instantiates their American origins.
Drew Ali’s reinterpretation of the meaning of the Atlantic in the narrative
of Africans’ journey to America denies the primacy of slavery to African
American identity and reaches back farther into history for a new origin
story, a new beginning. Once the watery Atlantic is transformed into a
land bridge, Africans come to America as conquerors, not slaves. In using
the figure of the Moor to relocate not only black Americans’ origins but
also the Atlantic Ocean and the American continent itself, Drew Ali co-
opts the power of Orientalist discourse to rewrite, reimagine, and redis-
cover American history.

In place of a history of slavery, Drew Ali substitutes a volk identity
that keys on the notion of descent and immutable cultural heritage that
is transferred in one’s blood. “There is no one who is able to change man
from the descendant nature of his forefathers,” the Circle Seven Koran
states, “unless his power extends beyond the great universal Creator Allah
Himself” (47:11). Rewriting American historiography from the perspective
of the Moor, Drew Ali rejects the elective model of national identity that
the rhetoric of the Declaration of Independence had promised but never
delivered on for people of color. Instead he turns toward an alternate form
of nationalism that had resonance with the Anglo-Saxonist primordial-
descent model of national identity. This descent model of belonging justi-
fied American slavery, drove America’s westward expansion, and was to
inform the restrictive American immigration laws passed in the 1920s.
Embracing a Hamitic legacy that rejects the term Negro as a form of false
consciousness, Drew Ali’s Circle Seven Koran enunciates a new black
American consciousness, but he also leaves many of the American stereo-
types of sub-Saharan African identity intact.
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Remapping Race

In turning toward Africa as a source of race pride and historical ballast,
Drew Ali’s Moorish Science Temple had much in common with the pan-
Africanist movements that were gaining traction in the early years of the
twentieth century. But there is a major difference between Drew Ali and
his contemporaries here. Drew Ali sought to situate black Americans not
as Africans but as indigenous Americans, and his nationalism was not
Africanist but rather an alternative version of American nationalism. To
this end, Drew Ali not only flew both the American and the Moorish flag
in his Moorish headquarters (figure 8), but he also issued his congregants
“nationality and identification” cards or “passports” that both presented
them as American citizens and laid claim to an alternative vision of how
that citizenship was constituted.

The front of the card is adorned with Muslim symbols and the bearer’s
“free” name written in English and Arabic. At the bottom of the card, a
line states, “The bearer is a registered Moslem.” On the back of the card,
a line on the bottom reads, “I hereby do declare that you are a Moslem
under the Divine Laws of the Holy Koran of Mecca, Love, Truth, Peace,
Freedom and Justice.” As if to situate this alternative form of “Moslem”
national belonging within the mainstream American notion of national-
ity, the card also reads in bold, “I AM A CITIZEN OF THE U.S.A””

Though the dueling identities of an American citizen who operates
under secular laws and a “Moslem” citizen who operates under divine
laws may seem to be at odds, they are naturalized in Drew Ali’s vision of
Moorish citizenship. The relationship of “Moslem” and American national
identity to each other is clarified in The Circle Seven Koran. Chapter 46,
entitled “The Divine Origin of the Asiatic Nations,” lays out the founda-
tion for the psychological and physical geography of black American iden-
tity that Drew Ali sought to remap.

1. The fallen sons and daughters of the Asiatic Nation of North America
need to learn to love instead of hate; and to know their higher self and
lower self. This is the uniting of the Holy Koran of Mecca, for teaching
and instructing all Moorish Americans, etc. 2. The key of civilization was
and is in the hands of the Asiatic nations. The Moorish, who were ancient
Moabites, and the founders of the Holy City of Mecca. 3. The Egyptians
who were the Hamathites, and of a direct descendant of Mizraim, the Ara-
bians, the seed of Hagar, Japanese and Chinese. 4. The Hindoos of India,
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Figure 8. Prophet Noble Drew Ali, founder of the Moorish Science Temple of
America, and secretary, in his office, January 8, 1928. Photographer: L.L. Foster.
Reproduced with permission from the New York Public Library, Schomburg

Center for Research in Black Culture.

the descendants of the ancient Canaanites, Hittites, and Moabites of the
land of Canaan. 5. The Asiatic nations of North, South, and Central Amer-
ica: the Moorish Americans and Mexicans of North America, Brazilians,
Argentinians and Chilians in South America. 6. Columbians, Nicara-
guans, and the natives of San Salvador in Central America, etc. All of these
are Moslems. 7. The Turks are the true descendants of Hagar, who are the
chief protectors of the Islamic Creed of Mecca; beginning from Moham-
med the First, the founding of the uniting of Islam, by the command of the
great universal God—Allah. (Circle, 46:1-7)

As a “lost-found” nation, black Americans are “fallen” and must be
redeemed. The fall is very specifically the loss of Moorish national identity
and the attendant self-abnegation and self-loathing that Drew Ali iden-
tifies with his admonition that the Moors “need to learn to love instead
of hate” through acts of historical and spiritual self-recovery. Locating
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and claiming that Moorish nationality again brings redemption. Because
the Moors had “strayed after the gods of Europe,” Drew Ali claims that
they “honored not the creed and principles of their forefathers.” This reli-
gious backsliding results in a loss of identity that Drew Ali directly con-
flates with a loss of nationality. As punishment for their “straying,” “the
nationality of the Moors was taken away in 1774 and the word negro, black
and colored were given to the Asiatics of America who were of Moorish
descent” (Circle, 47:14-17).

Drew Ali provides a narrative that accounts for the loss of Moorish iden-
tity without disturbing the basic historical outlines of American nation
formation. The narrative contends that the Moorish flag was hidden in the
basement of the White House along with a “mandate for the land” that
acknowledged Moorish claims to ownership of parts of North America.
These pieces of apocryphal Moorish history are, in turn, rendered both
invisible and visible (to the adept) in a national narrative of white Ameri-
can identity. The tale of George Washington and the cherry tree becomes in
Drew Ali’s allegorical reading of American history a tale of the disposses-
sion of the Moors, with the chopping of the tree as a coded message about
the first American president’s seizure of the Moorish nation’s flag—a red
flag with green accents. In Drew Ali’s alternative origin story of the nation,
the flag’s seizure points to the temporary loss of Moorish national identity
as a kind of Biblical punishment. Blending rhetorical elements of American
jeremiad and Sufi unveiling, Drew Ali’s history of American blackness uses
Arabo-Islamic figures to reread central narratives of white American iden-
tity, revealing hidden meanings. The result is a vision of Moorish identity
that is not assimilated or erased by American identity but rather integrated
into existing narratives of American history.

Whatever the factual merits of this alternative American chronology of
events, it is a powerful act of imaginative historiography. The term “Mos-
lem,” as Drew Ali uses it, signifies non-European and encompasses the
“Asiatic” nations of all the Americas, as well as Arabians, Egyptians, Indi-
ans, Japanese, and Chinese. These are precisely the peoples who would
be excluded by an Anglo-Saxonist rendering of a descent (rather than
consent) model of American national identity. In Drew Ali’s racial map,
Moorish Americans, as descendants of Moabites by way of Canaanites,
are a particularly important group (having founded Mecca) within the
larger fold of Asiatics and the even larger envelope of “Moslems.” Drew
Ali’s inclusive category of Moslem implies that the struggle for recognition
extends past the bounds of black identity and toward a more expansive
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color line. The prophet’s choice of the term “Moslem” to extend the color
line beyond the United States and beyond blackness per se distinguishes
his employment of African roots rhetoric from black nationalist move-
ments that focused on Egypt or Ethiopia, making his category of outsider
more expansive.” Drew Ali reinterprets the meaning of blackness by turn-
ing toward Arabo-Islamic history and civilization. He does so not in the
service of an internationalist back-to-Africa movement but rather in the
context of a black American nationalist movement.

The Arab and the African in New Negro Self-Representation

The amount of newspaper coverage devoted to Islam and Arab-African
links in the period of the Harlem Renaissance indicates that there was a
growing curiosity about these subjects in the black American commu-
nity. The news coverage of the Moorish Science Temple in the Chicago
Defender, the Pittsburgh Courier, the Philadelphia Tribune, and the Bal-
timore Afro-American resonated with the increased attention to Oriental
material in these press outlets. One man who drove this coverage was Joel
Augustus Rogers, the Jamaican-born journalist, historian, and author,
as well as the early twentieth century’s great popularizer of African his-
tory. He was also the period’s most persistent interrogator of accepted
theories of race. His first book, From Superman to Man, self-published
in 1917, stages a conversation between a black Pullman porter and a racist
white Southern politician. The porter uses references to historical, bio-
logical, and anthropological sources to systematically debunk the politi-
cian’s theories of black inferiority. In the late 1920s, Rogers wrote a series
of journalistic articles on his travels around the globe for the Pittsburgh
Courier. These articles were part of his lifelong commitment to challeng-
ing Eurocentric views of history and uncovering evidence of “Great Black
Men.” Rogers’s globe-trotting dispatches often focus on race relations
within Islam and Islam’s appeal to American blacks. “Words ‘American
Negro’ Unknown to Arabs, Says J. A. Rogers,” reads an April 16, 1927,
Courier headline (2). “Says Islam Faith Knows No Color Line,” reads the
headline of a June 25, 1927, Courier article from Rogers (A1). Other black
press outlets picked up on the domestic side of the issues Rogers raised.
“Sees Islam Making Bid for Converts,” announced a March 14, 1927, Chi-
cago Defender article that focused on “the converts among Negroes of
our larger American cities” (A1).
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Though Rogers’s articles all appeared in the same year that Drew Ali
published the Circle Seven Koran, black press explorations of Islam, Arab
race, and the increase in black American converts had begun a few years
earlier with coverage of the Indian Muslim proselytizer Sadiq and contin-
ued with examinations of Africa’s role in world civilization. Rogers may
have been a forerunner in the field of researching African cultural his-
tory in the context of American race relations, but he was certainly not
alone by the time the Harlem Renaissance started gaining momentum.
Sounding a theme that was a familiar refrain in both Drew Ali’s Muslim
uplift teachings and secular black uplift sermons, an October 11, 1924, Chi-
cago Defender banner reads, “Civilization in Africa at One Time Superior
to Ours.” Discussing ancient Arabia’s contributions to civilization, the
author, F. E. Bowles, asserts that “Negro blood spread into the Arabian
race” because of slavery and intermarriage. He continues, “Many Arabs
have made names for themselves along many lines—Is it because of their
Negro blood or in spite of it?” Bowles concludes his musings on Afro-
Arab connections by furnishing the example of the “greatest of the Ara-
bians, ... Antar, the Arabian Negro warrior, poet and hero” (Ag). Antar, a
sixth-century pre-Islamic poet as well as the subject of multiple European
tales of Arabian romance, had been born a slave to an Arab father and an
Ethiopian mother. Improvising off this story of mixed Arab-African ori-
gins, Bowles transforms Antar into a representative “Negro.”®

Popular black press writers such as Bowles were echoing discourses cir-
culating among the intellectual elite in the black uplift movement, espe-
cially those associated with the New Negro movement. The New Negro
movement placed its faith in the ability of DuBois’s “talented tenth” to
provide representations of black identity that would change white opin-
ions of blackness. Alain Locke, editor of the collection of works published
under the title New Negro, framed the movement as an attempt to prove
black humanity to a largely white readership. Respectability and achieve-
ment were keys to Locke’s conception of black self-representation. Locke’s
second essay in the volume, “Enter the New Negro,” makes it clear that,
in the words of David Levering Lewis, “migrating peasants were expected
to leave the immediate future (of the black race in America) to the upper
crust.” Locke’s vision of black uplift had the New Negro as its avant-garde
but ultimately “sought to graft abstractions from German, Irish, Italian,
Jewish and Slovakian nationalisms to Afro-America.™ Yet despite the
obvious Eurocentrism of Locke and other talented-tenth leaders, Arab and
Islamic references were important tools in translating black civilization
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and sophistication to white audiences. The March 1925 special edition of
Survey Graphic, dedicated to representing the “young generation of Negro
writers,” in many ways signaled the launch of the Harlem Renaissance. It
was tellingly titled “Harlem: Mecca of the New Negro.”

In The Souls of Black Folks (1903), DuBois posed the “problem” of the
color line as the “problem” of the twentieth century. This problem cen-
ters on “the relation of the darker to the lighter races of men in Asia and
Africa, in America and the islands of the sea.™ As David Louis-Brown
points out, this “lesser-known second clause of DuBois’s most famous
pronouncement pushes the color line beyond the United States, sketching
out a global approach.™ One of the most important results of DuBois’s
insistence on globally contextualizing the color line is that “it calls on
African Americans to forge a political identity that goes beyond their
particular ethnic identity.” Similar to Drew Ali, DuBois also turned to
Arabo-Islamic civilization to reinterpret the meaning of blackness in the
American context.

DuBois revisited both the subject of Islam and the histories of Near
Eastern and North African space repeatedly in his life, touching on them
in writings as diverse as The Negro (1915), Black Folk Then and Now (1939),
and The World and Africa (1946). Jason Young asserts in his examination
of DuBois’s continued fascination with Islam as a foil to Christianity,
“DuBois saw in Muslim societies throughout the Middle East and North
Africa complex societies comprised of varied races, religions, and cultures
that might serve to guide the United States in the twentieth century into
more equitable social and racial interactions.” Whereas the street-corner
prophet Drew Ali directly co-opted the nomenclature, iconography, and
history of Islam as American cultural property, DuBois used Islam as a
comparative apparatus that could potentially advance the situation of the
African diaspora in the Americas. DuBois employed Islam rhetorically,
as white Orientalists before him did, to reform American practices and
reconstitute American racial categories.

For DuBois, it was not enough to promote contemporary representa-
tive men and women. It was also important to mine the historical past for
representatives of black civilization and cultural sophistication. This often
meant channeling the historical achievements of Egypt, Islam, and the
early Arab empires into a narrative stream about black American history.
Commenting on the relationship between Arab racial identity and African
racial identity in The Negro, DuBois states that African and Arabian con-
tact “has been so close and long continued that it seems impossible today
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to disentangle the blood relationships.” He concludes that Arabs “are
too nearly akin to Negroes to draw an absolute color line.” The blurred
distinction between Arab and black cultural/racial identity indicates
DuBois’s desire to co-opt Arabian history to the service of black Ameri-
can historical empowerment. As such, the racial interpenetration of Arabs
and “Negroes” in DuBois’s writings on Africa is correlated with a geo-
graphical interpenetration of Africa and Arabia. Commenting on Islam in
The World and Africa, DuBois claims that the religion “arose in the Ara-
bian deserts, starting from Mecca which was then part of the world which
the Greeks called Ethiopia and regarded as part of the African Ethiopia.”
The use of Islamic history to revise Western historical accounts of African
barbarity recalls Dorr’s mid-nineteenth-century travel narrative, A Col-
ored Man round the World, and repeats the earlier writer’s tendency to
establish Afro-Arab historical ties that ultimately serve New World black
identity politics at the expense of any meaningful alliance between con-
temporary New World black populations and contemporary Arab popula-
tions. DuBois goes so far as to claim, in Black Folks Then and Now, that
North Africans historically were “not, in fact Arabs; they were Negroes
with some infiltration of Arab blood.™

In many cases, the blurred racial locus between Arab and black identity
promoted by black intellectuals such as DuBois repeated and played to the
white American population’s inability to differentiate between racial oth-
ers. This is a point the Chicago Defender made by picking up an article
from the Baltimore Sun on October 12, 1929. Under the title “Some Confu-
sion,” the article relates the story of a “Negro named Williams” address-
ing a “radical meeting in Brooklyn on the Palestine situation.” The article
goes on to relate the following story about Williams’s fate after someone in
the audience shouted, “He’s an Arab™ “whereupon the assembled multi-
tude went after Williams with such earnestness that police resources were
necessary to rescue him from the mob.” The original Sun article pivots
from the theme of racial indeterminacy to the racial masquerade of min-
strelsy by suggesting, tongue in cheek, that “Al Jolson would be a good fit
for a play involving the prophet Muhammad.” Linking whiteness, black-
ness, and Arabness through the Jewish minstrel Jolson, the Sun creates
its own mixed interpretation of racial identity, one that the Defender’s
black readers most likely read with less laughter than suspicion.*® But it
is the article’s final lines that speak most saliently to the divide between
the minstrel humor that papers with predominantly white readerships
tried to elicit through the theme of racial masquerade and the project of
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extending the color line that both DuBois and Drew Ali took seriously.
“And if the Arabs feel that their cause suffers in New York from a major-
ity against them,” the article’s author asks rhetorically, “why not take over
in a body the speakers for the Society for the Advancement of Colored
People?” (A2).

DuBois’s willingness to rewrite African history, as well as to reconfigure
African American historical knowledge, through the handmaiden of Arabo-
Islamic history had much in common rhetorically with the New World
Islam of Noble Drew Ali. However, unlike DuBois, Drew Ali does not turn
to indigenous African material in an attempt to resuscitate the importance
of Africa to a sense of black identity. Rather he makes Africa covalent with
America and reinterprets narratives already in popular American circula-
tion to reveal their esoteric meanings. This difference in use of the figure of
the Moor ultimately points to the difference between a class of intellectual
elites who sought to rehabilitate the term Negro by investing it with his-
torical significance and a class of spiritual entrepreneurs who eschewed the
term Negro altogether. This second group, which included Drew Ali but also
Father Divine and Sufi Abdul Hamid, turned to Arab and/or Islamic refer-
ences to instantiate black identity as unique and different, not to explain
its significance to white America. For Drew Ali, translating Arabo-Islamic
history into African American historical knowledge meant eschewing the
term Negro as one foisted on the African diaspora in America.

Whatever DuBois’s differences with Locke, he saw Islamic history and
Arabo-Islamic culture as a way to challenge what the term Negro meant
and to reinscribe a new “Negro” identity. Drew Ali used Islamic history
and Arabo-Islamic culture to figuratively reinterpret blackness itself and
discard the identity of “Negro” entirely.” Employing the word Moor as
an organizing principle of racial identity, Drew Ali translated Islam into
a New World black idiom as a way to translate blackness into American
culture. Locke emphasized the importance of framing representations
of black identity for white audiences. Drew Ali preached his gospel of
Moroccan identity to an all-African American congregation. Drew Ali’s
conceptualization of Moorish race gestured toward a “colored” collective
that was also part and parcel of DuBois’s intellectual program, if not nec-
essarily Locke’s program. But DuBois’s insistence on reinterpreting black-
ness through the paradigms of moral and material uplift often led him to
muddy the distinction between Arabness and blackness in the service of
creating a continuum between contemporary African American identity
and African identity in the past.
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DuBois’s and Drew Ali’s respective Orientalist reinterpretations of
New World black identity both seize the term Moor, but they interpret the
term differently. DuBois claimed that medieval Spain was “conquered not
by Arabs, but by Berbers and Negroes” who were under the military lead-
ership of Arabs.?® Moors, in his figuration of the term, are a heterogeneous
mix of Arabs, Berbers, and West Africans. Moorish history, to DuBois, is
“Negro” history. Drew Ali claimed that no such thing as “Negroes” existed
at all and that all Americans of African descent were in fact Moors mis-
named. Representations of Arabo-Islamic figures appear in both DuBois’s
and Drew Ali’s writings as a conduit between identities—“Negro” and
Arab, Islamic and African, American black and African black. These
American renderings of the Moor allow the figure to operate as a link
between American racial classifications and transatlantic affiliations. But
Drew Ali’s interest was essentially nationalistic, not transnational. Drew
Ali remade Islam into a black American religion largely aimed at precisely
the dislocated black under- and middle class whose voices Locke wanted
to keep sidelined. Whereas Locke sought reconciliation with white Amer-
ican culture and DuBois was thinking through forms of black interna-
tionalism, Drew Ali marked his congregation of American Moors as a cul-
turally distinct national group living within the larger fold of the United
States.

The Question of Class

Though Islam offered intellectual elites such as DuBois a powerful tool
through which to critique the gap between Christian ideals and Christian
practice, these same intellectual elites had little patience for the religious
movements that swept through lower-class black American neighbor-
hoods. The black press coverage of the Moorish Science Temple shoot-out
and schism and Drew Ali’s arrest and death reflects many of the prejudices
that black intellectual elites held toward popular religious movements in
the black community. This coverage tended to salacious insinuation and
conspiratorial suggestion. The March 23, 1929, Pittsburgh Courier headline
blares, “Murder Exposes Moorish Leader’s Amours” (10). The article refers
to the Moorish Science Temple as a “cult” and leads with information
about Noble Drew’s alleged three “secret” wives, the youngest of whom
the writer claims was forced to marry at twelve years of age. In the Cou-
rier’s October coverage of Drew Ali’s death, articles refer to the Moorish
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Science Temple as a “racket” which “duped members.” Black press outlets
such as the Courier were as ready as mainstream American newspapers to
label the Moorish Science movement a cult. It took the Atlanta Journal-
Constitution six months after the fact to register the events revolving
around the March Chicago shoot-out, but when it finally did, the Septem-
ber 12, 1929, heading read, “Negro Cultists Battle Police.”

Black newspapers paid much closer attention to the Moorish Science
Temple than did their white counterparts, in part, because the questions
about black identity raised by the Moors were particularly pressing for
uplift-minded African Americans in the 1920s. The New Negro movement
had begun in the 1890s3° By the time Drew Ali had formed his Moor-
ish Science Temple in 1925, however, many of the New Negro’s goals were
highly contested within the African American community. While more
moderate and mainstream black intellectual voices, such as DuBois, often
emphasized middle-class respectability, formal education, and refined
artistic sensibility as keys to overturning stereotypes and achieving black
empowerment, other, more radical voices contested both these claims and
their aims.

The coverage of the Moorish Science Temple in the black press is symp-
tomatic of the struggles to define the goals and methods of black Ameri-
can uplift in the late 1920s and early "30s. The Chicago Defender, which
had published articles that were initially sympathetic to Drew Ali, stopped
taking the movement seriously after the 1929 events. Just two years ear-
lier, the paper had referred to Drew Ali in a November 17, 1927, article as
“Prophet, founder and head of the Moorish Divine Movement,” mention-
ing the “splendid uplift work being done” by his followers, as well as his
intimate connection with Marcus Garvey (5). Perhaps in keeping with the
demise of Garvey’s own reputation in the eyes of many African Ameri-
cans over the second half of the 1920s, Defender articles that followed in
the wake of Ali’s death routinely referred to the Moorish Science Temple
as a “cult” but never again as an uplift movement. The Defender’s language
registered more than Garvey’s fall from grace, though; it registered class
schisms within the black community that often turned on interpretations
of what “back to Africa” meant culturally.

The delegitimizing of Moorish Science visible in The Defender’s
changed nomenclature hinges on an altered interpretation of the origin
of the Moors’ practices. Intervening in a debate about primitivism within
the black uplift movement of the period, the Defender writer Dewey R.
Jones reinterprets the Moors’ claims to be of African heritage as a form of
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savage cultism. Under a December 10, 1932, heading, “Voodoo Rites of the
Jungles in Odd Contrasts with Background of the City,” Jones revisits the
Moorish Science Temple’s 1929 scandal in the context of “religious cults
which had beginnings in Africa” and “still make use of human sacrifice”
(9). The juxtaposition of African jungle and American city in the article’s
title gestures to the contradiction between modern progress and primi-
tive return. By “revealing” the cult origins of the Moors, Jones marginal-
izes their discourse of uplift and “reveals” its regressive elements. Jones
locates the Moors’ practices not in “civilized” North African civilization
but rather in the African “jungle.”

It is precisely the religious claims of the Moorish Science Temple that
made them a “cult” in the eyes of black newspapers with predominantly
educated middle-class and upper-middle-class readerships. The Moorish
Science Temple’s sacred interpretation of Moorish identity made it a tar-
get of a critique largely motivated by class dynamics. No less than was
the case with Father Divine and Sufi Abdul Hamid, the Moors’ religious
fervor was associated by many in the upper echelon of black society with
low economic class and ignorance. These were decidedly not “representa-
tive Negros” in the eyes of the black intelligentsia. Whether out of gen-
uine suspicion of popular religious movements led by charismatic lead-
ers or out of a desire to control the terms of the discourse of Afro-Arab
continuity, mainstream black intellectuals largely dismissed movements
such as the Moorish Science Temple, even though there was significant
overlap between Drew Ali’s turn to Arabo-Islamic history and the use
that respected leaders such as DuBois made of Arabo-Islamic history. For
DuBois, who had some but ultimately limited sympathy for popular cult
movements, religious significations such as Muslim and Jew were appro-
priate as figural devices but not as spiritual identities. For Eurocentric
thinkers such as Locke, the Jew was a far more palatable model of identity
formation for the American black than was the Arab or the Moor.

Drew Ali’s turn toward the figure of the Moor as a link between the
African identity and the American experience of blacks in the New World
is an implicit rejection of the dominant narrative in black American dis-
course that had achieved this rhetorical aim earlier. This dominant nar-
rative wedded Africans to Jews. In the context of early twentieth-century
racial uplift politics, the narrative about the covalence of Jews and black
Americans acquired a distinguishable class dynamic that was only latent
in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. In chapter 2, I examined
an antebellum African American discourse on Jews and explored the
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alternative mappings of America and American space that emerged from
the symbolic associations and conflations between Jews and dispossessed
Africans circulating in that discourse. African Americans’ rhetorical sei-
zure of the symbolic power of the figure of the Israelite and/or Jew was
part of a larger black Atlantic discourse on Jews to which I turn our atten-
tion now.

Olaudah Equiano, in his 1789 spiritual autobiography, The Interesting
Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, compares the manners and cus-
toms of his African tribe, the Eboe, to those of ancient Israelites. Equiano
claims that both peoples share a common approach to circumcision, ritual
purification, feasting, and child naming.

And here I cannot forbear suggesting what has long struck me very forc-
ibly, namely, the strong analogy which even by this sketch, imperfect as
it is, appears to prevail in the manners and customs of my countrymen,
and those of the Jews, before they reached the Land of Promise, and par-
ticularly the patriarchs, while they were still in that pastoral state which is
described in Genesis—an analogy, which alone would induce me to think
that the one people had sprung from the other.

As Vincent Carretta notes, Equiano’s linking of Africans with Jews
“reflects the widespread belief among both supporters and opponents of
the slave trade that, in the words of John Gill (1697-1771) ... " .. all Africa
and a considerable part of Asia were possessed by the four sons of Ham
and their posterity.”* John Gill, whom Equiano cites in the Narrative,
was only one of many Europeans who speculated on the meaning of Ham
and Hamitic peoples in terms of contemporary questions such as slav-
ery. Discussions of Ham and the subject of Africans’ connection to Jews
were to be found in the abolitionist writings of Granville Sharpe (1735-
1813), Thomas Clarkson (1760-1846), and the African-born writer Ottobah
Cugoano (1757?-1791+).3

The bone of contention between those who would use the story of Ham
to liberate Africans from slavery and those who would use it to justify
the enslavement of Africans was whether or not Ham’s descendants were
cursed, like him, for having mocked Noah. Genesis states that Noah, once
he awakes from his drunkenness and realizes what Ham has done to him,
curses Ham’s son Canaan. “25 And he said, Cursed be Canaan; a servant
of servants shall he be unto his brethren. 26 And he said, Blessed be the
LORD God of Shem; and Canaan shall be his servant. 27 God shall enlarge
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Japheth, and he shall dwell in the tents of Shem; and Canaan shall be his
servant” (9:25-27). Discussions of Noah’s three children and the fate of
their descendants were essential to the racist typologies informing pseu-
doscientific disciplines such as physiology and anthropology—disciplines
that now have legitimacy but were born out of the late eighteenth-century
application of scientific language and methods to Biblical exegesis* Pro-
fessionally trained African American social scientists such as Zora Neale
Hurston attempted to co-opt the language of science in order to reverse
the terms of racist identification promoted by “scientific” discourses. Hur-
ston’s position allowed her, in Louis-Brown’s words, to “use the social sci-
entific practice of ethnography to mend a rift between professional and
everyday scientific discourses.”™ While Hurston’s refusal to dismiss South-
ern folk practices such as voodoo as superstitions challenged New Negro
class (and geography) prejudices, Drew Ali’s audience was not the urban
elites but rather precisely the Southern “folk” who had migrated north
and often brought their “superstitions” with them. Drew Ali’s Moorish
science, esoteric and passed on from generation to generation through
secret documents and oral traditions, was much closer to folk conceptions
of privileged knowledge than were the scientific discourses valued by the
New Negro emphasis on material and moral improvement.

Equiano’s own rhetorical effort to place his original African culture
in the context of Judeo-Christian history and morality by invoking the
power of analogy and the authority of Biblical scholarship is part of the
Narrative’s ethos of development. This ethos is consistent with New Negro
talented-tenth discourses on advancement. In the course of the Narrative,
Equiano moves from pre-Christian pagan to Christian and from slave
to successful entrepreneur, arguing, through synecdoche, that what can
be achieved spiritually and economically by the individual African can
also be achieved by African society as a whole. In Equiano’s interpretation
of Genesis, the Hamitic legacy is not the creation of fixed and essential
racial characteristics which are passed down over the centuries and mark
certain people as eternal slaves. Rather, the story of Ham points to race
as a mutable entity whereby a person’s pigmentation can change over the
course of centuries from white to black, just as one’s national affiliation
can change from Jewish to Eboe. Equiano uses the popularly circulated
Atlantic discourse on Ham to trace African racial heritage back to an
ancestor whom Africans have in common with Europeans, Noah.

More than a century after the publication of Equiano’s Narrative, Drew
Ali returned to the story of Ham as a means not to link whiteness and
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blackness but rather to separate them through the categories of Asiatic
identity and European identity. Equiano argues for mutability, Drew Ali
for continuity. In Drew Ali’s reinterpretation of the Hamitic legacy, the
African diaspora is associated not with Jews but with their historical ene-
mies Canaanites. The name Canaan predates the book of Genesis, and its
appearance in the Jewish origin story owes itself to a history of Hebrew
imperialism that is literally codified in the writing of the Old Testament.
It is a story with which the essayist Eliot Weinberger begins his own quix-
otic exploration of racial classification.

In the second millennium B.C.E., the coast of Palestine is known as
Kinahna, for the people there make a purple dye called kinahhu from the
shells on the beach. In the 12th century B.C.E., the land is conquered by the
Philistines coming east from across the sea and the Hebrews (“the people
from over there”) coming west from the desert. The people of Kinahna, and
all other subjugated groups—Amorites, Hivites, Perizzites, Girgashites,
and Jebusites, among them—become known indiscriminately as Kinahn-
ites, the Canaanites.

Weinberger’s genealogy of Canaan suggests that Equiano’s effort to asso-
ciate Eboe Africans with Jewish patriarchs in their “pastoral state” does
not challenge the racialized logic of imperialism inherent in the Genesis
codification of Israel’s origins. Instead Equiano shifts the African subject’s
associations, binding him or her to the Israelite narrative of conquest and
divine mandate rather than binding him or her to the narrative of subju-
gation associated with the Canaanite figure.

In The Circle Seven Koran, by contrast, Drew Ali repeatedly draws
on the figures of Biblical curse and exile who are not Jews—Canaanites,
Amorites, Hittites, Moabites, Hagar, Ham—and links them with current
racial “others” to be found in an increasingly multicultural United States:
Mexicans, Hindus of India, Turks, South Americans, and so on. Drew Ali
recognized that race was a myth, and he seized control of the discourse
to fashion his own mythology of identity. Drew Ali’s New World racial
typologies did not play directly to white audiences’ sense of race hierarchy
or to New Negro attempts to redefine themselves in Eurocentric terms.
He seems to have cared little for white America’s vision of the racial lad-
der, except to reverse it. His creation of a privileged Moorish identity did,
however, pick up on African racial hierarchies and exploit their extensions
into antebellum American discourse.
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The Fulbes and American Blackness

The Moorish identity that was at times foisted on slaves by antebellum
white observers keen to differentiate between educated Africans and “bar-
baric” Africans was an epistemic reconfiguration of identity in which
slaves often participated because it spoke to their African-based notions
of racial difference. This is particularly true for an ethnic group from West
Africa known variously as Fula, Fulbe, Futa, and Pulaar. Georgia diplo-
mat and linguist William Brown Hodgson wrote about the Fulbes in his
1844 Notes on Northern Africa:

The Foulahs are not negroes. They differ essentially from the negro race, in
all characteristics which are marked by physical anthropology. They may
be said to occupy the intermediate space betwixt the Arab and the Negro.
All travelers concur in representing them as a distinct race, in moral as
in physical traits. To their color, the various terms of bronze, copper, red-
dish, and sometimes white has been applied. They concur also in the report,
that the Foulahs of every region represent themselves to be white men, and
proudly assert their superiority to the black tribes, among whom they live.”

Hodgson’s observations in Africa were amply supported by anecdotal evi-
dence in the American South, where white observers often commented
on the Fula/Fulbe sense of superiority to other slaves. Ibrahima Abd ar-
Rahman, a Fulbe slave from Futa who lived on a plantation in Natchez,
Mississippi, from 1790 to 1829, told Cyrus Griffin “explicitly, and with
an air of pride, that not a drop of Negro blood runs in his veins.”® In an
attempt to secure ar-Rahman’s release from slavery, a number of white
luminaries in the Natchez community, including Griffin, advocated on
behalf of the “Unfortunate Moor” to both the president of the United
States, John Adams, and the secretary of state, Henry Clay. Though evi-
dence was produced to contradict the assumption that ar-Rahman was
from Morocco, the association was advantageous to the cause of the
slave’s release, in large part because Morocco itself was considered to be
an advantageous Mediterranean political ally. Clay indicated as much in
a February 1828 letter to Griffin regarding ar-Rahman’s potential manu-
mission. “The President is obliged by your attention to the subject of the
Moorish slave,” wrote Clay, “the object of the President being to restore
Prince, the slave mentioned, to his family and country for the purpose of
making favorable impressions in behalf of the United States.”®
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Ar-Rahman’s family and country were thousands of miles from
Morocco, located in the interior of West Africa, not on its Mediterranean
coast in the north. But the employment of the moniker Moor was instru-
mental in securing ar-Rahman’s release, and both he and his advocates
used it to their advantage. When ar-Rahman eventually met Adams and
Clay in person, both men marked down the event in their diaries by refer-
ring to ar-Rahman as a “Moor.” Prince’s request for a return to Africa,
however, had now been altered: he no longer desired to return to his
“native” Morocco; instead he insisted on being shipped by the American
Colonization Society to Liberia, much closer to his home. He got his wish,
only to die days after arriving on African shores and before he ever saw
his homeland again.

Ar-Rahman’s story of “passing” as a Moor demonstrates how the eth-
nogenic imaginary of white Americans was often manipulated by slaves.
But this act of passing also speaks to the interdependent discursive nature
of the Moor in the antebellum American construction of the term. It is
useful here to juxtapose the Fulbe origin story with the construction of
the term Moor in order to understand how African tales of ethnogenesis
found resonance with the racial imaginary of many white Americans.
“Originating long ago in present-day southern Mauritania, many of the
Fulbe claim descent from the Arab general ‘Ugba b. Nafi, who in 667 led
Muslim armies as far south as Kawar in the Fezzan,” explains Michael
Gomez. “This clear fiction reflects the larger truth of their mixed ancestry,
resulting, in some instances, in the view of non-Fulbes as inferior. In the
Fulbe origin story, Arab blood distinguishes the group from other sub-
Saharan Africans.

The Fulbes’ Arab origin narrative is rhetorically conversant with the
use of the term Moor by white Americans to mark certain Africans as
having civilizing Arab blood and thus explaining (away) their superior
intelligence and character. “The aristocratic or pastoral background of
some West Africans, combined with the aforementioned agricultural
expertise of others,” writes Gomez, “meant that Muslims were, in the eyes
of the host society, better suited to domestic or supervisory roles, a deter-
mination that widened the schism between Muslim and non-Muslim.™
The Moors of American vernacular, be they Fulbe or other Muslims,
were often treated as superior to other slaves and given roles of leader-
ship and power over them in part because their own ethnic and religious
convictions reinforced and were reinforced by plantation hierarchies and
American racial logic and in part because they were said to look more
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phenotypically European.** Many Muslims had been slave holders them-
selves in Africa, and Fulbe ethnocentricity is well documented. The plan-
tation schism between Muslims and non-Muslims repeated an indigenous
African schism between the two groups.

Drew Ali’s construction of a Moorish identity, in effect, repeats many of
the same civilizational hierarchies and racial prejudices that were intrin-
sic to both a Fulbe and a white American discourse on the cultural supe-
riority of Arabs to sub-Saharan Africans. The category of the American
Moor emerges from the intertwined history of white European/American
misinterpretation of African ethnic identity and the carryover of African
racial and religious hierarchies into the New World. In Noble Drew Ali’s
own approach to the figure of the Moor, he alights on a rhetorical tool that
redefines blackness in the American context while still gesturing back to
an African ancestry. In a sense, Drew Ali’s alternative American histori-
ography created the Mediterranean Moor’s transatlantic cousin. But it is
also true that Drew Ali’s Moorish cosmology of black American identity
marginalizes sub-Saharan African culture and repeats some of the very
same cultural prejudices that were present on the antebellum plantation
and bled into postbellum class stratifications.

In 1929, after Noble Drew Ali died and the Moorish Science Temple
leadership splintered, the form of romantic black nationalism that Drew
Ali expressed through his construction of an American Moor figure
was taken up by new and more militant movements with their own ori-
gin stories. These origin tales also reconfigured African American roots
through Islamic codes, most notably in the case of the Nation of Islam.
The term Moor and the idea of Moroccan nativity to America, however,
remained peculiar to Drew Ali’s heterodox version of African American
Islam. Nevertheless, Morocco still circulated in the romantic thought of
early twentieth-century black cosmopolitanism, both as a literal Mediter-
ranean site and as a mobile and imaginative space of hybridized identity.
Morocco’s betwixt and between location, literally and imaginatively, begs
the question of the sustainability of the Afro-Arab transnational alliance
toward which Drew Ali’s Moorish Science version of New World Islam
gestures. If DuBois’s political thought demanded that the color line be
extended and Drew Ali’s religio-nationalist reinterpretation of Ameri-
can blackness imagined that extension through the term Asiatic, how did
the fiction of the Harlem Renaissance approach the connection between
blackness and other colors? What role, if any, did the figure of the Moor
play in mediating these imaginative extensions of the color line?
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Ray Is “Beaucoup Oriental”

Toward the end of Claude McKay’s 1929 novel without a plot, Banjo, the
question of DuBois’s expanding color line and very particularly the ques-
tion of the possibility of building links between the African diaspora and
the Arab diaspora come directly into focus through the literary vehicle of
romance. The scene takes place in the apartment of the novel’s only signif-
icant female character, the mysterious Latnah, who speaks fluent Arabic
and holds her own counsel. Latnah’s racial identity has remained a ques-
tion up to this point in the novel, and she has been imaginatively coded as
an Arab, an Indian Coolie, and as more generally Oriental. Disappointed
in her romantic pursuit of the inconstant Banjo, Latnah invites his friend
and fellow black cosmopolitan drifter Ray back to her apartment to par-
take in an opium-smoking session. As the scene unfolds, both characters
explore the question of their own racial origins, as well as cautious fanta-
sies of a potential link between blackness and Arabness. It is precisely the
Orientalism of the scene that allows these fantasies of Afro-Arab commu-
nity the space to breathe.

“Take fruit. It good with fruit,” she said.

“I know that,” Ray replied.

“You know all about it,” she smiled subtly. “I think is leetle Oriental in
you.”

“Maybe. There’s a saying in my family about some of our people com-
ing from East Africa. They were reddish, with glossy curly hair. But you
have the same types in West Africa, too. You remember the two fellows
that used to be at the African Bar during the summer? They looked like
twins and they were heavy-featured like some Armenians.”

“I think they were mulattres,” said Latnah.

“No, they weren’t mixed—not as we know it between black and white
today. Perhaps way back. I heard they were Fulahs.”

“We all mixed up. I'm so mixed I don’t know what I am myself.”

“You don’t? I always wonder, Latnah, what you really are. Except for
the Chinese, I don’t feel any physical sympathy for Orientals, you know. I
always feel cold and strange and far away from them. But you are different.
I feel so close to you.”

“My mother was Negresse,” said Latnah. “Sudanese or Abyssinian—I no
certain. I was born at Aden. My father I no know what he was nor who he

was.#
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In their respective explorations of ancestry, both Ray and Latnah touch
on nodes of contact between blackness and Arabness—the ethnic identity
of Fulah for Ray and the historical spice-trade crossroads of Aden for Lat-
nah. Latnah’s jest that Ray has a little Oriental in him becomes, by the end
of the conversation, her assertion to him that “You beaucoup Oriental”
(283). Ray, in turn, takes the jest seriously and explores a speculative link
between himself and Latnah that hinges on the suggestion of an Oriental
identity in his past. Both characters mark the impossibility of retrieving
a certain account of their ancestry and thus implicitly acknowledge that
their attempts at historical retrieval are really acts of imaginative histori-
ography. For Latnah, the act of genealogy leads to a dead end: she is Arab
because she speaks Arabic, yet she knows not if she actually has Arab
blood in her—only that she has black blood. Yet she is not accepted among
Ray and Banjo’s Marseilles drifter crowd as either black or white. Latnah’s
Arabness is pure speculation, and thus her racial identity remains sus-
pended. Banjo has her “tangled up and lost in the general color scheme”
(170). Latnah herself tells Banjo, “I no black woman,” to which he replies,
“You ain’t white” (175). Instead of being black or white, Latnah is always
coded as Oriental. She is first introduced to the reader through another
character, Malty, a West Indian who associates her with the Indian coolies
he used to see as a child back in the Caribbean.

While Malty’s fantasy about Latnah as coolie replicates an Oriental-
ist conflation of Asiatic identities recognizable from both black and white
versions of the discourse, Ray’s approach to the mystery of her in-between
identity employs Orientalism in a different vein. Ray uses Orientalism to
try to find the join between himself and Latnah. In the hodgepodge of
an ethnic identity that is “all mixed up,” Ray’s act of imaginative genea-
logical reconstruction links his New World identity back to Africa. He
substitutes a family legend about the Fulahs for a version of mixing that
depends on blending black and white into mulattres. This family legend
grounds Ray in an Afro-Arab history of contact as much as it does in a
history of contact between Africans and the Americas. But it also ties him
to a history of African ethnocentricity that often translated into planta-
tion hierarchies in the Americas. It is a moment of expanding the color
line that paradoxically depends on a narrative of Arab superiority to Afri-
cans. In response to this personal gesture of expanding the color line, Lat-
nah acknowledges Ray, in turn, as having a share of Oriental identity. It
signals a moment of mutual respect, the kind that would be necessary for
the speculative extension of the color line on which DuBois insisted as the
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most important question facing the black community at the beginning of
the twentieth century. It also indicates the complexity of that extension by
highlighting the term Fulah and its fraught historical associations with
African ethnocentricity, legends of Afro-Arab connection, and plantation
myths about the Moorish and/or Arab ethnicity of Muslim slaves.

As a number of recent critics have pointed out, DuBois himself
explored the potential of this larger colored collective in The Dark Prin-
cess (1928). The Dark Princess is a narrative of international romance that
brings together an Indian woman and a black African man in a love plot
with implications for the redrawing of a global black political identity.
A year after DuBois’s Dark Princess appeared in print, McKay published
Banjo. Both novels display the influence of Marxism and the anticolonial
movements of the early twentieth century on their respective explora-
tions of a larger, global coalition of the “colored.” But McKay’s Banjo ends
not with the romantic coupling of two “dark” people of different ethnici-
ties but rather with the foreclosure of that possibility. On the novel’s last
page, when Ray approaches Banjo with the possibility that the Afro-Arab
Latnah, whom both men know romantically, might accompany the two
of them on their travels, Banjo refuses. He comments, “a woman is a
conjunction. Gawd fixed her different from us in moh ways than one”
(326). Given DuBois and McKay’s disagreements on central questions of
New Negro discourses such as the importance of the cult of middle-class
respectability and the importance of race consciousness, the difference
between the result of their respective explorations of cross-color romance
is significant.

While the statement Banjo gives about Latnah at the end of the novel
has usually been read by critics in terms of its masculinist implications,
the “conjunction” Latnah represents has something to do with her ethnic
identity as well. With Banjo’s refusal to include Latnah, he preserves the
masculinist community of vagabondage, but he also denies the possibility
of creating a meaningful connection between two disparate dark ethnici-
ties, the Arab and the black. Banjo’s denial of a place for Latnah is espe-
cially important given the book’s earnest explorations of the potential for
globally contextualized “colored” community building. This refusal, in
other words, has political, social, and cultural implications that go beyond
sexism. Latnah’s erased/obscured paternity leaves her out of the color
scheme as Banjo understands it. In turn, Latnah’s avoidance of the fate
of the tragic mulatta that befalls so many black heroines in the Harlem
Renaissance oeuvre must be read in terms of something other than sexual
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dynamics. Latnah is no victim, and she demonstrates as much with her
willing use of a knife that scares the male characters.

Independent, a survivor, and culturally more sophisticated than any
of the women and most of the men in the novel, Latnah’s conjunction of
East African and Arab ethnicities marks her as a source of ethnic-pride
narratives peddled by racial uplift prophets such as Drew Ali. Yet Banjo
rejects her. Abyssinia, Ethiopia, and Arabia were used by many people in
the New Negro movement and black New Age spiritualist movement to
replace sub-Saharan Africa and West Africa as locations of black iden-
tification. Is Banjo’s rejection of Latnah also a rejection of the class poli-
tics inherent in these rhetorical conjunctions, as well as a rejection of the
white Orientalist tropes these narratives readapted to black nationalism?
Is Latnah too civilized for Banjo’s politics of blackness? Is she code for the
white models of identity McKay saw hidden beneath the black rhetoric of
uplift peddled by Locke? The figure of Latnah, with her acceptance by Ray
and her rejection by Banjo, returns us to questions about the relationship
between Arabness and blackness in early twentieth-century black cosmo-
politan discourse, albeit as viewed from a different angle. These questions
are best approached not through DuBois’s voice of idealistic romance
but rather through McKay’s primitivism. McKay’s writing focused on
libidinous excess, vernacular wisdom, and frank displays of sexuality. He
offered these bottom-up portrayals of “Negro” identity as a “new” form of
race pride, one that contrasted with both the elitism of black intellectuals
and the inhibitions of the dominant white society.

Civilizing the Barbarian

The witticism contained in Claude McKay’s quip about Moroccan “bar-
baresques” that began this chapter plays both on a white Western history
of marking North Africa as barbarous and on the possibility of establish-
ing a counterdiscourse to that history through a cultivation of the primi-
tive. The comment comes near the end of McKay’s 1937 memoir and just
prior to the writer’s announcement to the reader that he is leaving Africa
to return to America. Despite his obvious attachment to Morocco, a place
he compares favorably on more than one occasion to his home in the West
Indies, McKay explains that he feels compelled to become a firsthand par-
ticipant in the “Negro Renaissance” taking place in Harlem. Before textu-
ally enacting this migration from primitive Africa back to modern and
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“renewing” America, however, McKay ironically juxtaposes savagery and
civilization in this statement about Moroccans being a “magical barbaric
people.” McKay’s “-esqueing” of the barbaric locates cultural capital not
in the civilized, metropolitan, European-inflected language of cosmopoli-
tanism but rather in the primitive, tribal, and vernacular language of dirty
cosmopolitanism circulating among the drifter class of itinerate workers,
sailors, hustlers, and vagabonds that he celebrates in Banjo.

The dig contained within McKay’s Morocco quip is partially aimed at
his critics among the black intellectual elite. Many of these elites panned
McKay’s own penchant for primitivism in books such as Home to Harlem
and Banjo, arguing that these booze-drenched, sex-infused portrayals of
black identity and community played to racist stereotypes and did nothing
for the uplift movement. Reviewing Home to Harlem in the Crises, DuBois
had complained that McKay’s focus on “drunkenness, fighting and sexual
promiscuity” was so disturbing that it made him “feel .. .like taking a
bath.” McKay had little patience for these kinds of critiques, motivated as
they were by the middle-class cult of respectability. His novels are replete
with race men who fail to understand race as a lived experience rather
than an ideology one learns from race-conscious rhetoric.

McKay’s overly “civilized” characters often come under withering criti-
cism from their more rough-edged counterparts for imitating the man-
ners, rhetoric, and behavior of the very white world that denies them civi-
lized equality. Goosey, a young race man with “book larnin,” hears just
such a line of criticism from his more worldly companion Banjo as the two
are preparing to depart Marseilles together for what Goosey has called
“The United Snakes.” In this farewell, Banjo informs Goosey that he will
not be returning with him to America after all but rather will be staying
behind in defiance of government orders to leave France. Banjo explains,
“Ise a true-blue travelingbohn nigger and I know life, and I knows how to
take it nacheral. I fight when I got to and I works when I must and I lays
off when I feel lazy, and I loves all the time becausen the honey-pot a life is
mah middle name” (Banjo, 305).

Presenting a vernacular approach to questions of race identity and
national affiliation, Banjo contrasts his natural flow with the goose step
of ideological rigidity that defines the language of the educated but naive
Goosey. Trying to regulate his companions’ use of vernacular, Goosey
pleads at one point, “I wish yo-all would say corn bread instead of corn
pone. Corn pone is so niggerish” (Banjo, 159). Banjo’s colloquial expres-
sions directly challenge the contained identities and set ideological
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positions that Goosey holds dear. “In speaking of Negro people Goosey
always avoided the word ‘Negro’ and ‘black’ and used, instead, ‘race men,’
‘race woman, or ‘race’” (Banjo, 115). As “a true-blue travelingbohn nigger,”
Banjo identifies with both internationalism and blackness while rejecting
the logic of essentialism that animates both racism and race-based nation-
alism. Using the forbidden word that has marked him in Goosey’s opinion
as ignorant, Banjo establishes his own approach to questions of identity
as more “nacheral” than those of the race man. Banjo voices a form of
what Brent Hayes Edwards has called vagabond internationalism. “This
is the internationalism of the defective: the unregistered, the undocu-
mented, the untracked,” explains Edwards, “an ab-nationalism, as it were,
of all the ‘Doubtful™* This vagabond internationalism, I would suggest,
is expressed in the dirty cosmopolitan vernacular out of which the ara-
besque aesthetic emerges.

Working, like Poe, from a fascination with the grotesque as an aesthetic
form, McKay crafts a new Mediterranean lingua franca for his drifter class
in Banjo, a dialect that mixes snatches of wisdom, insight, and rhythm
from the larger Atlantic world that flows into and out of Marseilles. The
piquant colloquialisms that inflect Banjo’s speech perform precisely the
rhythmic acts of invention and reinvention that inform his own ethics of
living as well as the general ethos of the vernacular. His refusal to con-
form to civilized norms of behavior that separate work from pleasure and
adhere man to fixed patterns is reflected in his refusal to conform to the
norms of civilized English pronunciation and grammatical construction.
The coupling of a motion that denies particularistic belonging (“travel-
ing”) with an instantiation of that belonging (“born”) into a single word
(“travelingbohn”) allows Banjo to create a moment of vernacular self-
identification that pushes the grotesque toward the will to autochthonous
invention. “Travelingbohn” is an arabesque word in its fantastic mixture
as well as adhering to an arabesque aesthetic of creating conduits between
apparent opposites.

But if McKay’s “barbaresques” share an affinity with Poe’s arabesques
in terms of their formal structure and aesthetic goal, they also signal a
shift in the perspective on the image of the Arab that this chapter marks.
Poe’s arabesques are disembodiments of the Arab and abstractions of
material culture into a dematerialized sensation. McKay’s barbaresques
are pleas for the gross materiality of experience. The strain of romanti-
cism evident in McKay’s fascination with “barbaresques” connects him
aesthetically to almost every writer I have discussed thus far in this book
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through at least two interrelated discursive sources, primitivism and Ori-
entalism. McKay, however, turns the cultural hierarchies and racial preju-
dices inherent in these discourses to his own account, providing insight
into the meaning of the Arab from the perspective of a black cosmopoli-
tan discourse. Where, one might ask, does the Oriental fit into McKay’s
vagabond internationalism, and on which side of the color lines drawn by
black internationalism does the Arab fall?

Located, as Edwards remarks, “against the grain of nationalism,™
McKay’s version of internationalism is supported by his own words in
the memoir A Long Way from Home but also by the words and actions
of certain characters in Banjo—the lumpen figure of Banjo, the newly
working-class figure of Jake, and the writer/intellectual Ray. In the
farewell-to-Goosey moment discussed earlier, ethnic nationalism is jux-
taposed against vagabondage. As Banjo contradictorily announces his
commitment to vagabondage by telling the group, “this nigger ain’t gwine
no place,” the four black men divide by sympathy. “Jake grinned. Banjo
grinned. Ray grinned. Goosey alone was glum” (Banjo, 306). Vagabond-
age as the vernacular iteration of internationalism finds voice in Banjo. He
explains to Goosey that “the wul’ goes round and round and I keeps right
on gwine round with it. I ain’t swore off nothing like you. United Snakes
nor You-whited Snakes that a nigger jest gotta stand up to everywhere in
this wul’, even in the thickest thicket in the Congo” (Banjo, 304). Banjo
turns Goosey’s neologism of the “United Snakes” against the race man,
calling him “You-whited Snakes” and insinuating that prejudice is not
the province of whites alone or of the United States. Putting faith in the
individual, not the nation, Banjo insists on the universal nature of black
people’s struggle but avoids the kind of ethnic nationalism that would
romanticize Africa or demonize America.

Banjo’s insistence that whether he is in the United States or in the
Congo, his battle is the same sounds curiously discordant when pitched
against the tenor of McKay’s own opinions on Africa in the memoir.
Morocco, where McKay completed Banjo, was appealing to the writer in
large part because there he claimed to feel relatively free from the demands
of race and its attendant forms of nationalism. “For the first time in my
life I felt myself singularly free of color-consciousness,” McKay comments
on Morocco. “I experienced a feeling that must be akin to the physical
well-being of a dumb animal among kindred animals, who lives instinc-
tively by sensations only, without thinking” (Long Way, 300). In this com-
plicated expression of freedom, McKay posits Africa as a kind of primitive
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utopia. It is a statement that ultimately dovetails with the quotation on
Moroccan “barbaresques” which comes some twenty-five pages later. In
both instances, McKay presents several recognizable tropes of the Afri-
can as primitive, only to turn those tropes into a celebration of primitiv-
ism and an implied condemnation of civilized society. “But suddenly I felt
myself right up against European intervention and proscription,” McKay
explains by way of finishing the thought on color consciousness (ibid.).
This European intervention and proscription is the demand that the Brit-
ish consulate makes on McKay to declare his nationality as either British
or American.

The freedom of Africa for McKay is suddenly impinged on by the
civilized menace of a European nationalist discourse that would divide
him from his “nacheral” affiliations and associations and impose a Euro-
American history of colonialism and slavery on his identity. In speaking
about the residents of Tangier, McKay comments, “they are all remark-
ably free of any color obsessions or ideas of discrimination. They are Afri-
cans” (Long Way, 334). Yet what does McKay mean by “Africans”? Surely
he recognizes that North Africa was populated by Berbers, Arabs, and
sub-Saharan Africans, by peoples whose ancestors came both from Africa
and from Arabia. In McKay’s memoir, there are two types of people to be
found in Morocco: Europeans and Africans. Is he conflating Arab, Ber-
ber, and sub-Saharan African peoples into a single group, into a colored
collective? Or is he only identifying with the black African population in
Morocco? At one point, he intimates, tacitly, that Moroccans might not
consider themselves black. “I did have ‘white friends™ in Morocco, McKay
announces and then parenthetically adds, “(if the Moors do not object to
the use of the phrase)” (Long Way, 334). Slyly McKay acknowledges the
context dependence of the terms black and white and implicitly differenti-
ates Moors from blacks at the same time that he lumps them together in
opposition to the “white colony.” The figure of the Moor here is a mutable
entity, one that has the potential to slip between whiteness and blackness
even as it can contain Arabs and Africans in one trope.

The peaceful coexistence of Arab, African, and Berber identity in McK-
ay’s figure of the Moor of Morocco is contrasted by the conflict between
Arabs and blacks in McKay’s novelistic description of life on the other side
of the Mediterranean. In the dive districts of the Marseilles port where
Banjo is set, the tension between Arab and black identity is acknowl-
edged simultaneously with the fact that both identities are marked as
colored. “Although the Cairo was a colored bar, the Negroes hardly ever
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went there,” the novel explains. “Negroes and Arabs are not fond of one
another—even when they speak the same language and have the same
religion” (Banjo, 166). Linguistic and religious affiliation are overridden by
ethnic difference in Banjo, and the communities that form in Marseilles
are, like the bars in the port, coded by ethnic markers: the Cairo Bar, the
British-American Bar, the African Bar. Latnah’s own mixed and confused
ethnic heritage is precisely what makes her an outsider. She belongs at
none of the bars because she belongs to no one race. Latnah’s freedom
from racial classification makes her independent but also deprives her of
community.

Despite McKay’s protests about European civilization’s propensity to
categorize people, he recognized the importance of the kind of group iden-
tification that leads to nationalism. “It is a plain fact that the entire world
of humanity is more or less segregated in groups,” McKay announces in a
memoir chapter entitled “Belonging to a Minority Group.”

The family group gave rise to the tribal group, the tribal group to the
regional group, and the regional group to the national group. There are
groups within groups: language groups, labor groups, racial groups and
class groups. Certainly no sane group desires public segregation and dis-
crimination. But it is a clear historical fact that different groups have won
their social rights only when they developed a group spirit and strong
group organization. (Long Way, 350)

Acknowledging the necessity of group identification for a cause (be it eth-
nic nationalism, communism, or other labor collectives), McKay justifies
the personal abandonment of the principles of vagabondage, individual-
ity, and race-ideology suspicion that he placed in the mouth of his ver-
nacular hero Banjo. His memoir ruminations on the importance of group
belonging rhetorically pave the way for precisely the return to America
that Banjo rejected. “For my part I was deeply stirred by the idea of a real
Negro renaissance,” McKay explains.

The Arabian cultural renaissance and the great European renaissance had
provided some of my most fascinating reading. The Russian literary ren-
aissance and also the Irish had absorbed my interest. My idea of a renais-
sance was one of talented persons of an ethnic or national group working
individually or collectively in a common purpose and creating things that
would be typical of their group. (Long Way, 321)
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Couching his return to Harlem in an internationalist context, McKay nev-
ertheless endorses forms of nationalism and ethnic nationalism. But my
main concern here is not to litigate the claims of nationalism versus inter-
nationalism in McKay’s oeuvre but rather to locate the role of the Arab fig-
ure in negotiating these conflicts and, in turn, to locate those negotiations
in the much wider discourse of black cosmopolitanism to which McKay
was contributing. To do this, it is useful to mark the moment in the mem-
oir when McKay announces his intentions to leave Morocco, a moment
that immediately follows his quip about barbaresques, which itself imme-
diately follows a story McKay has related about hiring dancing Moroccan
girls to perform at his Tangier home for a two-day party. “When at last I
decided to return to America,” McKay informs the reader, “in homage to
them I indited: ‘A Farewell to Morocco.”

Oh friends, my friends! When Ramadan returns
And daily fast and feasting through the night,
With chants and music honey-dripping sweets,
And fatmas shaking their flamenco feets

My thoughts will wing

The waves of air

To be with you.*

One might wonder who the “them” is of McKay’s homage—is it Moroc-
cans, is it barbaresques, is it the dancing girls?—but the poem that follows,
replete with references to notes “haunting me like a splendid dream,”
make it clear that McKay is conjuring an Orientalist “honey-pot a life” in
his farewell to North Africa. The religious ceremony of Ramadan, whose
purpose is to reinforce faith through modes of denial, is transformed in
McKay’s poem into a reason to celebrate sensuality. McKay’s Moroccan
poem associates him with a discourse traditionally aligned with the white
colonist gaze. But if the content of McKay’s “Farewell to Morocco” poem
reinvents Banjo’s vernacular philosophy on pleasure into an oriental rev-
erie, its classical form holds a message of civilized restraint.

Located in Morocco, on the other side of the Mediterranean litto-
ral from Banjo’s Marseilles, McKay answers Banjo’s vernacular farewell
to Goosey with a high-culture farewell to Africa. Bidding good-bye to
Morocco in the voice of Renaissance literacy, McKay’s return to Amer-
ica forms a chiasmus with the dirty cosmopolitan language Banjo uses
to reject a return to America. The figure of the Moor is located precisely
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in the oceanic cross enacted by a juxtaposition of these two farewells,
farewells that reverberate across the Mediterranean and stretch out over
the Atlantic, wedding the shores of Barbary to those of Europe and the
Americas in entanglements of migration. Situated geographically between
Europe and Africa and rhetorically between civilization and savagery, the
Moor has always operated in Western literature as a liminal figure, one
that has mediated the relationship between races as well as the relation-
ship between race, ethnicity, and national identity from as far back as
medieval stories about the Crusades. For black intellectuals in the early
twentieth century, the Moor’s interstitial position posed particular ques-
tions about the relationship of Arab Africa to black Africa, as well as about
the relationship of Arabness to blackness and blackness to Islam.

McKay’s own multiple and contradictory representations of the con-
nection of Arabness to Africanness, contained in both the novel Banjo
and the memoir A Long Way from Home, indicate that these questions
were not resolved as much as they were posed by the figure of the Moor.
What is clear is that Harlem Renaissance literature, such as that produced
by McKay and DuBois, resonated with New Age spiritualist writings, such
as that produced by Noble Drew Ali, in their mutual fascination with
Moroccan civilization. In McKay’s “Farewell to Morocco” poem, he refers
to himself as both a “captive” and a “prisoner,” repeating the dominant
tropes of Barbary savagery circulating in nineteenth-century American
literature. However, McKay is a “willing” captive and prisoner not of a
barbarous culture but rather of the music and dancing conjured by highly
cultured activities attending the Ramadan feast. McKay’s poem is dedi-
cated to the civilization of Barbary.

A Pan-American Postscript

On January 16, 1928, Calvin Coolidge, the president of the United States,
addressed the Pan-American Conference assembled in Havana, Cuba, in
the same year that the Harlem Renaissance reached its peak. Reminding
his audience of the hemisphere’s common migratory ancestry, Coolidge
marked the West Indies, McKay’s home, as Columbian outposts of the
new civilization of the Western Hemisphere:

The Great Discoverer brought with him the seed of more republics, the
promise of greater human freedom, than ever crossed the seas on any
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other voyage. With him sailed immortal Declarations of Independence and
Great Charters of self-government. He laid out a course that led from des-
potism to democracy. ... In the spirit of Christopher Columbus all of the
Americas have an eternal bond of unity, a common heritage bequeathed
to us alone. ... This is the destiny which Pan America has been chosen to
fulfill.»

Coolidge’s Columbian “promise” of inter-American unity follows a rec-
ognizable New World schema: as civilization moves west, humankind
moves progressively toward enlightened government and individual
freedom—from despotism to democracy. Ignoring the differentiated way
in which the Columbian legacies of “human freedom,” “self-government,”
and “independence” had been historically experienced by people of color,
women, and religious minorities in the Americas, Coolidge’s formulation
dissolves racial, religious, and cultural particularities under the universal
sign of pan-American destiny. Through this universal sign, Coolidge weds
the language of civility to the philosophy of mercantilism. It is a vision of
American expansion remarkably consistent, in its way, with DuBois’s own
vision of an expanding color line.

Noble Drew Ali is reported also to have been in attendance at the Pan-
American Conference. As the story goes, he traveled to Havana in order to
register the Moorish Americans as an indigenous nation, located within
the territorial boundaries of America but owning a cultural ancestry that
had origins on both sides of the Atlantic. This cultural ancestry, in Drew
Ali’s formula, included a pan-Asiatic ethnic identification, a North Afri-
can national origin, and an Islamic religious tradition. In each of these
Arabo-Islamic nodes of cultural identity, Drew Ali enunciates a model of
American belonging that looks east, not west, for its authority. Contempo-
raneous with Coolidge’s projection of the idioms of the Western world as
American universals, Noble Drew Ali announces an alternative Colum-
bian legacy that harks back to the arrival of Europeans on the shores of the
New World. As Michael Gomez puts it in the prologue to his book Black
Crescent, “In 1492 Christopher Columbus crossed the Atlantic and with
him came Islam. Among his crews were Muslims who had been forced
to profess the Christian faith; it is highly probable that Islam remained
embedded in their souls.” Gomez refers directly to figures such as Ladi-
nos and Moriscos. He points out that for those who had practiced the art
of dissimulation as a form of cultural survival in Old World milieus such
as Iberia, “the New World provided the opportunity to unmask.™ The
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closeted Muslim Ladinos and Moriscos were joined over the next three
hundred plus years by thousands of West African Wolofs, Mandingas,
Fulbes, and others who were also Muslim.

The theme of unmasking, the shedding of external Christian prac-
tices to reveal the esoteric Islam within the hearts of these New World
transplants—these first Muslims in the Americas—provides a counter-
point to the discussion of Noble Drew Ali, a man who used Islam as a
form of masking. The Islam that Drew Ali espoused was exoteric in the
sense that it employed Islamic symbols, codes, and nomenclature in the
service of a decidedly American-influenced (one could even say Christian-
influenced) version of identity politics and racial uplift. However tenuous
the association of Noble Drew Ali with these first Muslims in the Ameri-
cas may be, though, the presence of the term Moor in American vernacu-
lar usage draws the two phenomena together rhetorically. These original
West African Muslims™ homelands became spaces of amnesia in Ameri-
can history. Many of them came to be known as Moors in America. These
men and women, initiating a discourse on the American Moor that Drew
Ali inherited and reinvented, point to a discursive America born as much
in Mediterranean passages as in Atlantic passages. But they also gesture
east, back across the Atlantic, to an American history that happened else-
where and to the desire in the early twentieth century to bring that else-
where home to the American continent.

Drew Ali, DuBois, and McKay all explored the possibility of fusing
America and Africa through figures of the Moor and/or Morocco. They
came to quite different conclusions. Their respective conclusions were
generated by their different visions of reconciliation. Concerned with
intraethnic reconciliation, Drew Ali used Moorish identity to create an
imaginative geography that wedded African American identity with both
African ancestry and Arabo-Islamic culture, but he kept it distinct from
white Euro-American culture. Both DuBois and McKay, whatever their
differences on representing the “Negro,” use the figure of the Moor to
explore interethnic relations. The class divisions and religious discomforts
that separated the uplift programs of the intellectual elite and the street-
corner prophets of 1920s black America are brought into relief by each
group’s differential use of Moroccan figures and Arabo-Islamic history.
Though this is largely a question of audience, it also points to the fact that
the construction of the figure of the Moor works to create and perpetu-
ate spaces of historical amnesia for the African diaspora in the Americas,
even as it is rhetorically positioned as a tool of historical recovery.
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Mabhjar Identity Politics and Transnationalism

The first four chapters of this book address an American
discourse on Arabness that the first generation of Arab immigrants to
America inherited. The ways in which this discourse prefigured Arab
American identity and the ways in which a group of Syrian migrant
intellectuals challenged that discourse are the focus of this final chap-
ter. Until quite recently, historians have tended to read the story of the
pioneer Arab migration to America through a narrative of the Arab that
existed in American literature prior to the actual presence of Arabs: the
story of the street Arab. This story uses the figure of the peddler to tell a
tale of transition—from savage to civilized, from darkness to whiteness,
from foreigner to citizen. As with Barbary captivity narratives and Near
Eastern travel narratives, Arabness is a temporary state in the street Arab
tale, and once one becomes American, one is no longer Arab. A coterie of
first-generation Syrian migrants to America, by inserting themselves into
the American discourse controlling the definition of Arabness, however,
enunciated their own forms of literary representation and myth, invent-
ing a system for inventorying and controlling the meaning of the term
Arab. Focusing on these mahjar intellectuals situates the Arab experience
in America in a global context and shifts the narrative emphasis from the
teleology of “becoming American” to a more complex accounting of the
multiplicity of identities migrants inhabit.

The chapter begins with a historiography of Arab migration to Amer-
ica that emphasizes the role literature plays in erasing the Arab identity of
Syrian immigrants. I then provide a counternarrative on the Arab pres-
ence in America that stresses migration rather than immigration and
transnational affiliation rather than national affiliation. This counternar-
rative emerges out of the mahjar sensibility cultivated by writers such as
Ameen Rihani, the first Arab American novelist and a lifelong advocate
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of pan-Arabism. Concentrating on the forms of Arab masquerade that
Rihani explores in his novel The Book of Khalid, the chapter moves into
an analysis of the relationship between American Orientalism and Arab
American self-representation. The literary strategies of self-representation
that Rihani employs ultimately translate into the political strategies
informing pan-Arabism. The chapter ends with a reconsideration of the
legacy of Arab American literature that revivifies the importance of mah-
jar writers and their transnational paradigms of identity.

Syrian Immigration

Arab, to go huckstering. 1948, Baltimore, MD.
— H. L. Mencken, The American Language

The first “Syrians” who came to and through America in the late nine-
teenth century were mostly Christian men from rural villages hived into
the Lebanon mountain range.> Many of them earned their money in a
trade they inherited from German Jews in America: pack-peddling. Pack-
peddlers carried a large suitcase filled with “notions,” often on their backs
and often from places such as New York City to places such as Vicksburg,
Mississippi, or Sioux Falls, South Dakota. These suitcases were called
kashshies (a corruption of caixa, the Portuguese word for box). The nar-
rative of the Syrian pack-peddler is so central to the way in which the
pioneer generation has been historicized that no scholarly account of the
years between 1880 and 1924 exists in which the figure does not appear
prominently. A pioneer-generation anecdote relates that the first words a
Syrian in the New World learned were “Buy sumthin’, Ma’am?™

With rare exceptions, earlier historians of Arab immigration in Amer-
ica have argued that the pioneer-generation migrants were remarkably
successful in their effort to integrate into an unhyphenated American
culture.* Elaine Hagopian and Ann Paden begin the preface to their 1969
study on Arab American assimilation by remarking on early Arab immi-
grants’ “tendency to acculturate rapidly and assimilate to the American
environment.” Sameer Abraham and Nabeel Abraham, in their intro-
duction to a 1985 study of Arab American communities, note that Arab
Americans’ lack of visibility in American society can be attributed partly
to “the fact that they were generally well integrated, acculturated, and
even assimilated into mainstream society.” Alixa Naff comments on the
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“rapid assimilation of Arabic-speaking immigrants before World War I”
into American society, in the introduction to her 1985 book on the role
pack-peddling played in the early Arab immigrant experience.” “If politi-
cal and economic events had not reactivated Arab immigration” in the
post-1967 years, Naff asserts in Becoming American, “Syrian-Americans
might have assimilated themselves out of existence.”™

This assimilation view dominated the historical account of the Arab
presence in America for over a generation and created something of a self-
fulfilling prophecy. By repeating the tropic representation of Arab identity
circulating in nineteenth-century American literature, these historical
studies of Arab migration fit seamlessly into a larger American story of
immigration. The literary and the historical representations of Arab era-
sure, in other words, reinforce each other. Both tell an American story,
and both represent Arabness, in that American context, as a disposable
identity. The most powerful literary trope for this historical account of
Arab ethnic erasure is the street Arab.

American writers had used the popular trope of the street Arab to
demonstrate the amenability of Arabness to transformation into Amer-
icanness since the middle of the nineteenth century. This trope gained
increased relevance in American cultural discourse during the peak
years of foreign immigration, 1880-1924. Not coincidentally these years
also mark the advent of Syrian migration to America. Though these pio-
neer Syrian immigrants would not necessarily have identified themselves
as Arabs at first, the street Arab narrative prefigured their potential
assimilation into American culture through its representation of an Arab
identity that was mutable and transitional. But prior to the advent of Syr-
ian migration to America, the term street Arab had not referred to Arabs
at all.

The term street Arab received perhaps its most recognizable usage in
the up-by-the-boot-straps children’s stories penned by Horatio Alger,
Jr. In Alger’s 1871 Tattered Tom; or, The Story of a Street Arab, the street
Arab appears as a primitive type in a Protestant-inspired narrative of mis-
sionary redemption. Describing Tom (his only female protagonist), Alger
writes,

Arab as she was, she had been impressed by the kindness of Captain
Barnes, and she felt that she should like to please him. Still, there was a
fascination in the wild independence of her street life which was likely for
some time to interfere with her enjoyment of the usages of a more civilized
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state. There was little prospect of her taming down into an average girl all
at once. The change must come slowly.

The polarities of “wild independence” and civilization that Alger erects
make it clear that, as Tom moves from the figurative position of Arab
and into the position of “average” American girl, she plays out a capital-
ist allegory of social progress. Entrance into a “civilized state” neces-
sitates a move from itinerate begging into professions that depend on
capital accumulation and investment. Tom’s ascendancy of the social
ladder begins when she invests her begging profits in newspapers and
changes her role from mendicant street sweep to budding entrepreneur.
Tom begins the story by demanding of a dandy she meets on the street,
“Gi’ me a penny,” but she quickly adjusts to entrepreneurial ownership
and eventually even speculates in gold. By the story’s conclusion, Tom
has been rescued from the street by Captain Barnes, who has taken an
“interest” in her; inserted into a bourgeois family environment; and
finally rediscovered by her lost mother, who turns out to be a wealthy
heiress. The novel ends when the “slow” change from primitive nomad
to modern citizen is complete: the marginal, wild, and wandering Arab
joins the nineteenth-century American “civilized state” as a normalized
civilian.”

Appearing before the period of mass immigration to America that
began in the 1880s, Alger’s street Arab is not a literal foreigner but rather
a metaphorical one. Describing the first glimpse of Tom, Alger racializes
her appearance without marking her as a racial other: “The child’s face
was very dark, and, as might be expected, dirty; but it was redeemed by a
pair of brilliant black eyes.”™ As Tom moves from the position of figurative
Arab and into the position of Protestant American member of the civi-
lized state, she is symbolically whitened, in a bath given to her by Captain
Barnes’s sister, and gender stabilized, by being dressed in female clothes
and dubbed “Jenny.” Figurative Arab identity played the same transitional
role almost a hundred years earlier in fictional Barbary captivity narra-
tives such as The Algerine Captive. With Tom, as with Updike before her,
Arabness is a temporary state and a potential conduit from darkness to
whiteness, from cultural outsider to cultural insider, and from savagery to
civilization. But whereas Tyler employed these binary positions ironically
to send up the civilizational prejudices of his American audience, Alger
employs them quite seriously as part of the pedagogical message of his
children’s stories.
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The street Arab narrative presents Arabness as a transitional node
that ultimately must be transcended. Alger’s stories predate the Syrian-
immigrant presence, but his narrative provided a powerful template for
subsequent historians of Arab immigration to America to narrate the
process of assimilation. Discussing the second-generation Arab Ameri-
cans’ attitude toward their pioneer Syrian-immigrant parents, Naff writes,
“most of them conceive of that period in Horatio Alger terms in which
poor illiterate immigrants, with little or no English, succeeded by ingenu-
ity and hard work. References to Alger are, of course, apt.”* These “apt”
references enforce the idea that Syrians integrated successfully into Amer-
ican culture through hard work, but they also support the narrative of
ethnic erasure. In Naff’s historical account, as in Alger’s literary account,
Arabness is a transitional node of identity.

The theme of redemption attached to Alger’s Tattered Tom carries over
in subsequent uses of the term street Arab to refer to actual immigrants.
As in Alger, the turn-of-the century use of the term street Arab does not
refer to Arabs at all. Rather, it refers to an indigent child whose nascent
capitalist spirit makes him or her a potential member of the civilized
U.S. state—if his or her primitive Arabness can be eradicated. The street
Arab’s tropic characteristics—motion, transition, and passage from one
state to another—exist in continuum with a history of representing Arabs
in American literature that goes all the way back to the beginning of the
nineteenth century. Turn-of-the-century immigrants were just another in
a long line of nineteenth-century American “others” that writers marked
as figurative Arabs.

Jacob Riis, in his 1890 How the Other Half Lives, trained a light on the
crowded living conditions of New York’s tenements and slum streets,
revealing in flash photographs and often describing in highly moralistic
terms the experience of America’s immigrant population.” Taken as a
whole, Riis’s How the Other Half Lives offers a jeremiad vision of modern-
izing urban America characterized by moral backsliding and the potential
for redemption.”* A key figure in the drama is the street Arab (see figure
9). When Riis, himself a Danish immigrant, describes the street Arab, he
blends Protestant ethics with a tale of American assimilation.

His sturdy independence, love of freedom and absolute self-reliance,
together with his rude sense of justice that enables him to govern his little
community, not always in accordance with municipal or city ordinances,
but often a good deal closer to the saving line of “doing to others as one
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would be done by”—these are strong handles by which to catch the boy and
make him useful. Successful bankers, clergymen, and lawyers all over the
country, statesman in some instances of national repute, bear evidence in

their lives to the potency of such missionary efforts.”

Riis’s street Arab must be caught before he can be taught. Using the lan-
guage of missionary uplift, Riis marks the American immigrant child as a
primitive with latent values that can be cultivated for a successful transi-
tion into American identity. Though the name Arab refers to the urchin’s
nomadic ways, Riis’s description plays up the metaphorical association
between the street Arab and the Bedouin archetype. Furthermore, by mark-
ing the Arab’s “sturdy independence,” “love of freedom,” and “self-reliance”
as a Biblical code of ethics, Riis uses Mosaic law to link the street urchin’s
figurative Arabness to potential Americanness. Because these Biblical char-
acter traits are shared by both figurative Arabs and successful Americans,
the street Arab is a particularly good candidate for missionary conversion.
Indeed, with the benefit of these “missionary efforts,” Riis promises that
the street Arab will become a productive member of the American nation’s
body politic as a potential banker, lawyer, clergyman, or statesman.

Although Riis did not invent the term street Arab, he did attach it
directly to immigrant children and the rhetoric of American assimilation
in ways only suggested in earlier uses of the figure. Within the confines
of Riis’s social justice narrative, however, the street Arab does not enact
a Franklinesque revolution in social status. The tenement children who
stare back at the viewer through the sepia glow of Riis’s flash photographs
could not have their racial and social alterity cleansed away by a bath from
Captain Barnes’s sister, and it would take at least a generation for their eth-
nic identities to be integrated into the phantasm of American citizenship.*
While the physical bodies of these European immigrants were eventually
marked as “white” and/or “civilized,” the moniker Arab remained a trope
of primitiveness. Both Alger’s and Riis’s street Arabs, divorced from any
material connection to actual Arabs, become object lessons, not on Arab
identity but rather on American identity—both individual and national.
Both Alger and Riis use the metaphor of Arabness to promote a Protestant
ideology of national character. In the metaphor of the street Arab, Arab-
ness is the vehicle, Americanness is the tenor, and literature is the aes-
thetic promotional tool. Though earlier historians of Arab immigration to
America invoke the peddler, it is in fact largely a Protestant-inspired story
of the street Arab that they tell.
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Figure 9. Jacob Riis, Street Arabs in Sleeping Quarters, ca. 1890. Photograph reproduced
with permission from Jacob A. Riis Collection, Museum of the City of New York.

In the book Inventing Home, Akram Khater challenges the emphasis
in pioneer-generation histories on the making of “new man” Americans
out of Syrian immigrants. Arguing that “large numbers of immigrants
rejected ‘America’ as an idea and reality,” Khater contends that instead
of assimilation, these immigrants preferred a complex process of “mix-
ing and matching what they brought with them and what they saw in
the streets and homes of America.”” These pioneer migrants were often
forced to internalize the dichotomy of the “traditional” and the “modern”
that they encountered in American culture and through American cul-
tural institutions that tried to “reform” their practices of child rearing or
marriage. But most Syrian migrants interpreted themselves as “modern.”
Khater’s emphasis on a transnational understanding of Syrian immigra-
tion leads him to deprivilege the American context and finally to conclude
that “what we see among the immigrant communities in the Americas
is the rise of a class whose members tried to distinguish themselves as
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different (culturally and socially) from middle-class America as well as
from peasant Lebanon.™®

Naff and other late twentieth-century historians of pioneer Arab immi-
gration to America tell a story about American immigration largely
bounded by the physical parameters of the nation. Khater and a few other
contemporary scholars of Syrian migration tell a story about how Arab
immigrants conceptualized America and brought that concept with them
outside the borders of the physical nation. The American immigrant nar-
rative tends to present Arabness not as a negotiation between cultural
discourses but as a story of coming to terms with American assimilation.
However, Khater demonstrates that many Syrian migrants, far from los-
ing the trappings of their ethnic identity and assimilating out of existence,
chose to return to Lebanon rather than stay in America. Others made
the trip back and forth between the two locales, establishing what Khater
describes as the modern Lebanese middle class. These middle-class Syrian
migrants with feet in two worlds form the core of the intellectual group on
which I focus my attention in the pages that follow. This group of intellec-
tuals referred to themselves as the mahjar (,=4); the Arab diaspora, Arabs
living abroad) from the Arabic root ,=» (to emigrate). Many of these mah-
jar intellectuals were concerned with fair treatment in their host country,
but they ultimately identified themselves with an entity that offered them
a sense of affiliation that did not require ethnic erasure. Through them,
I tell an alternative story of Arab migration to America in which litera-
ture and figurative representation open up a third space of identity that
is affiliated neither with Syria/Lebanon nor with America but rather with
the transhistorical and transspatial idea of a pan-Arabia.

This mahjar group of Arab migrants to the Americas, as a response
to both formal and informal modes of exclusion in their host country,
developed forms of Arab nationalism that were routed through their own
experiences with transnational movement. “The boundaries of the Arab
nation in the prewar period were configured along a space-time axis that
was powerfully rooted in the experience of migration,” explains Sarah
Gualtieri. “In spatial terms the mahjar was positioned within the imag-
ined community of Syria,” but in “temporal terms, the mahjar became
a symbol of the future and the Arab modern.™ Gualtieri’s identification
of the migrant’s altered time-space axis helps explain why immigration
narratives that privilege the telos of assimilation ultimately fail to account
for the full range of mahjar potentiality. These immigration narratives
tend to elide the multiplicity of identities, spaces, and temporalities the
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mahjar intellectual juggled. The ideas of civic participation and the citi-
zenship regimes that Syrians encountered in their migrations gave impe-
tus to their conceptions not only of Arab or American identity but also
of pan-Arabia. Though most of these intellectuals were Christians from
Syria, many of them conceived of an Arab identity that included Islam
and indeed all those who spoke Arabic. The expansive idea of Arab iden-
tity that emerged out of the experience of migration to the Americas was
indebted in many ways to American discourses on the Arab. Attention to
migrant rather than immigrant identity politics emphasizes the relation-
ship between an international Arab Renaissance and American national
debates about immigration, assimilation, and racial identity. Though the
Arab identity crafted by a group of transnationally minded Arab intel-
lectuals in America represents a path not taken by most Arab immigrants
to America, it also represents an opportunity to imagine different futures
from the archive of the past. In particular, explorations of pan-Arabism
draw attention to the cross-pollination between the language of American
and Arab national identity politics.

The Mahjar

Histories of pioneer Syrian immigration to America that emphasize
assimilation and ethnic erasure split literal Arabs from literary Arabs,
leaving the trope of the Arab unchanged. An icon of Yankee mercantil-
ism, the peddler lends itself to the story of becoming American. However,
mahjar intellectuals, who were children of the liberal reform spirit that
characterized the nahda, used the peddler figure to subvert the story of
becoming American and to establish an identity that was compatible and
integrated with Americanness but not transitional. In 1927, at the end of
the era of pioneer immigration, Salloum Mokarzel, a prominent publisher
and personality in New York’s Washington Street Syrian community,
wrote an article on the history of Syrians in America. In it, he proposes
that a statue be erected “to the enterprising spirit as symbolized by the
pioneer peddler.” A. Hakim, known as “the Sage of Washington Street,”
took this suggestive ode to Syrian entrepreneurship and miniaturized its
nostalgic sentiment: “Little book-ends of a peddler’s figure should grace
every cultured Syrian’s home; or a little statuette in bronze could be a
graceful and appropriate ornament for every Syrian executive’s desk; or
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still a handsomely engraved picture of the pioneering peddler could be
framed and hung in a conspicuous position in offices and homes.™® The
ornamental peddlers that Hakim would have strategically placed in the
sites of Syrian success in America stand as curios of a cultural identity
that existed without the support of a political body.

At the turn of the twentieth century, the Syrian peddler in fact stood
between two political bodies: Ottoman and American. If asked, a majority
of these migrants from Greater Syria identified themselves first by clan or by
village and, only after these associations, then perhaps by the more general
appellation “Syrian.” Intellectuals such as Mokarzel eventually fought to
have their Lebanese identity recognized, as well as to have Lebanon itself
recognized as an individual nation. But “Syria” was a name initially foisted
on these migrants from Lebanon by an Ottoman Empire from which, by
and large, they distinguished themselves not only through religion but also
through language and culture. The general resistance to Ottoman affiliation
within this first wave of what came to be known as “Arab” immigrants to
America was expressed clearly in the Syrian American press’s responses to
a series of court cases that ultimately decided Syrian ethnicity in the eyes
of American law. Reacting to a 1914 lower-court decision that had denied
George Dow’s application for citizenship on the basis of his “darker” racial
features, the Syrian community, with the help of the active Syrian press in
America, rallied around “defending the rights and the honor of all those
who speak Arabic and are born under Asian skies.”* The implicit idea
behind this notion of speaking one language while living in a “foreign”
country is that a culturally unique identity can exist in a diaspora and that
Arabs from Greater Syria constituted just such a diaspora.

Mabhjar writers, in particular, had a complex relationship to discourses
on Americanization, assimilation, and hyphenated ethnic identification. As
the name mahjar suggests, these intellectuals were far from unambiguous
advocates of American assimilation. The number of articles published in
the Syrian press about the importance of maintaining the use of the Arabic
language in the New World attests to the importance mahjar intellectuals
placed on retaining their cultural identity in the face of forces of American
assimilation.”® In fact, as many as twenty-one of the dailies, weeklies, and
monthlies published for the Syrian community in the United States were
initially printed only in Arabic.>* As the nineteenth century gave way to the
twentieth and as Arabic-language newspapers were replaced with English-
language newspapers, many of the Syrian intellectual elites looked back
with nostalgia to an earlier moment in the short history of the community.
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The peddler was prominent in these recollections, standing not as a figure
of transition from one identity to another but as a monument to an identity
that seemed in danger of being lost. An icon of the Syrian pioneer to mah-
jar intellectuals, the peddler is transformed into an example of American
assimilation in too many of the historical accounts of Syrian immigration.
But the peddler who loses his or her ethnicity stands in stark contrast to the
message provided by the peddler statue Mokarzel would have erected as a
foundational monument of Syrian/Lebanese mahjar identity.

In Mokarzel’s and Hakim’s formulations of mahjar community,
the peddler is a sign not only of motion away from Lebanon but also of
emplacement in America. The figure is an indicator of diaspora as a mate-
rial fact but also of the necessity to create a functional American fiction of
origins. Not only was the figure a ready-made symbol of Yankee Ameri-
can mercantilism, but it also gestured back to the theme of migration
that mahjar intellectuals linked, through the act of naming, to an Arabo-
Islamic history. The peddler marks the transition from one national iden-
tity to another. Standing between the old world and the new, the peddler
is an identity to be discarded once “offices” and “executive desks” have
replaced the road, once Syrians have become Americans. But Syrian/Leb-
anese identity itself is not sacrificed in this formula.

The Syrian/Lebanese community’s adoption of the peddler figure
as symbol of its American identity speaks to a negotiation between a
nineteenth-century American discourse on Arabs and the early twentieth-
century literary enunciation of Arab American identity. Lisa Suhair Majaj
asserts in her work on Arab racial identity and classification,

In addition to using Christian identity to assert their intrinsic affinity to
white American society, Arab-American authors also made strategic use
of the “exoticism” of their Holy Land origin. In doing so, they drew on the
overlapping paradigms of racial essentialism, assimilation and cultural
pluralism that structured cultural interaction in the American context.
While the essentialism that viewed races and ethnic groups as totally dis-
tinct set Arabs apart from European Americans, it also allowed them to
assert their “uniqueness” (transposed onto a cultural and spiritual plane)
as exotic emissaries from the Holy Land.>

Majaj identifies the dovetailing of turn-of-the-century American racial
politics and mahjar identity politics. The double strategy that these mah-
jar authors employ means emphasizing both their similarity with white
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America and their difference as exotic Arabs. The result is discernible in the
nostalgic embracement of a peddler figure that repeats the redemptive and
transitional nineteenth-century narrative of the street Arab as well as inau-
gurates a Syrian history in America. Mahjar intellectuals such as Hakim
and Mokarzel posit a version of identification that does not dissolve their
Syrianness into Americanness but rather juxtaposes the two imaginaries.

Of course mahjar intellectuals did not always agree on what to
name themselves and where to locate their transhistorical identities.
In the first Arab American novel, for instance, the literary represen-
tation of Arab identity ultimately serves as an argument for political
recognition of both Arabia and Arab migrants. The Book of Khalid was
written by Ameen Rihani. Mokarzel knew his fellow mahjar migrant
well and had published Rihani’s writings in his English-language
newspaper, the Syrian World.** However, the two men eventually had
a falling out, specifically over the question of affiliating the mahjar
diaspora with Lebanon or with Arabia. Mokarzel ultimately argued
for the importance of Lebanese identity, whereas Rihani set his sights
on promoting the idea of pan-Arabia and establishing a narrative on
transnational Arab identity.

Ameen Rihani

Rihani enjoyed an eclectic career. In addition to being the unofficial
ambassador between the Arab world and the West in the interwar years,
Rihani published in both English and Arabic consistently throughout the
first four decades of the twentieth century. He translated Arab poetry into
English, wrote his own poetry in Arabic and English, completed two sepa-
rate Arabian travel narratives published simultaneously in Arabic and
English, and penned numerous critical reviews of art, literature, and U.S.
diplomacy, appearing in both Arab American periodicals and the hip art
and culture magazines spawned by the Jazz Age. A child immigrant to
America in 1888, Rihani spent his adult life splitting time between living
in his native Lebanon, touring the lecture circuit of the United States, and
visiting remote redoubts of the Arab world, such as Yemen, Saudi Ara-
bia, and Iraq. Rihani used each of these manifestations to literary effect,
reclaiming the term Arab from Orientalist discourse and retranslating the
figure of the Arab found in both American and Arab traditions.
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Rihani’s most stunning act of cultural translation is his first and only
novel, The Book of Khalid. Rather than translate Arabic and Arabo-Islamic
culture into English, Rihani presents his audience with a book that juxta-
poses American and Arab references. This form of translation as juxtapo-
sition treats the two cultural traditions he engages as coequals. As Susan
Stanford Friedman puts it, juxtaposition as a strategy of comparison
potentially “avoids the problems of epistemological hierarchy, instrumen-
talism, and stasis™ The result of Rihani’s experiments with cultural juxta-
position is the creation of a uniquely hybrid romantic hero, Khalid. Kha-
lid shares many of Rihani’s own biographical details as well as anticipates
many of Rihani’s future endeavors. Through Khalid, Rihani explores the
connection between Arab and American discourses on romantic identity
formation to create a narrative of personal and political emancipation.

Rihani’s The Book of Khalid offers a corrective to the narrative of Arab
assimilation into an unhyphenated American culture that pervades ear-
lier historical accounts of the mahjar. Whatever Rihani’s eventual differ-
ences with intellectuals such as Mokarzel, the hero of his 1911 novel stands
as a reminder of the coterie of Syrian intellectuals who sought to keep the
Arab/Syrian/Lebanese heritage alive in their American identities. To revive
Rihani’s alternative story of Arab migration to the New World (and out of
it) is to reconfigure the story of the Arab presence in America not as one of
willing self-erasure and disappearance but rather as one of continuity. The
struggle to reconcile sacred and secular rhetoric, Muslim and non-Muslim
identity, American democracy and “Arab” tradition is at the heart of Kha-
lid’s story, just as it is at the heart of the Christian intellectual’s effort to con-
ceptualize an Arabness that encompasses multiple religions, ethnicities, and
regional affiliations.”® Khalid’s ability to overcome these apparent opposi-
tions by embracing pan-Arabism is the catalyst for his eventual apotheosis
as prophet of modern Arab identity. In this sense, Rihani is the intellectual
heir to the spirit of liberal reform initiated a generation earlier by the nahda.
But whereas nahda reformers such as al-Tahtawi and al-Shidyaq were intel-
lectual tourists who visited European countries to make observations that
they would bring to bear on their birth countries, the mahjar reformer is
a migrant who often moved permanently or semipermanently to a foreign
country. A mahjar intellectual such as Rihani was far less interested in
reforming his birth country, or even his host country, than he was in formu-
lating the romantic idea of Arabia and Arabs. This romantic idea is produced
by an arabesque form of translation, one that allows both Arab and Ameri-
can languages of identity to coexist as mirrored images of one another.
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The Book of Khalid

The hero of The Book of Khalid has all the attributes of the typical Syrian
migrant during the mahjar period. Born into a Maronite family, Khalid
begins his life in Mount Lebanon before migrating with his friend and
scribe Shakib across the Atlantic. Once in New York City, Khalid takes up
pack-peddling. But it is Khalid’s decision to successively abandon pack-
peddling, capitalism, and eventually America that makes him unique
among American literary immigrant heroes of the period:

No, Shakib, it matters not how I travel, if I but get away from this pande-
monium of Civilization. Even now, as I sit on this trunk waiting for the
hour of departure, I have a foretaste of the joy of being away from the insid-
ious cries of hawkers, the tormenting bells of the rag-man, the incessant
howling of children, the rumbling of carts and wagons, the malicious whir
of cable cars, the grum shrieks of ferry boats, and the thundering, rever-
berating, smoking, choking, blinding abomination of an elevated railway.
A musician might extract some harmony from this chaos of noises, this
jumble of sounds. But I—extract me quickly from them! (Khalid, 136)

On the eve of his departure from turn-of-the-century Manhattan’s “pan-
demonium of Civilization,” American literature’s first Arab immigrant
hero strikes a discordant note. He does not celebrate the United States as
a land of monetary opportunity, nor does he marvel at the possibilities of
American modernity and advanced technology. Khalid verbally gathers
the rattle and hum of American progress, as well as the din of U.S. com-
merce, into a cacophonic compendium of what is driving him not to the
shores of the New World but away from them, back to his homeland in the
Lebanese Mountains.

The symphonic promise contained in the melting pot theory of Ameri-
canization breaks down in Khalid’s account of New World noise. Instead
of harmony, the sounds of Old World labor (hawkers, rag-men) compete
with the noise of modern technology (cable cars, ferry boats, elevated rail-
way). The howling demands of the next generation of “Americans” medi-
ates the noise of the Old and New World modes of commerce. For the
stereotypical immigrant to the United States in the 1880-1924 period,
the still-infant generation was rhetorically positioned to reap the ben-
efits of the outmoded labor of the pioneer generation. Yet it is precisely
these future benefits that Khalid eschews by “silently stealing away” with
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Shakib back to Lebanon. More than a hundred years prior to the publica-
tion of The Book of Khalid, James Leander Cathcart had written from the
opposite side of the Atlantic, bemoaning the “pandemonium” that defined
the multicultural cacophony of the Barbary Bagnio—a place he rhetori-
cally positioned as the antithesis of enlightened American democracy. In
the century that passed between the writing of Cathcart’s Barbary captiv-
ity narrative and Rihani’s novel, America had become exactly the hetero-
geneous society Cathcart had anxiously marked as incoherent. But Kha-
lid reverses Cathcart’s terms, complaining not about the pandemonium
of Barbary but rather the “pandemonium of Civilization” that America
represents. Rihani, in a move conversant with McKay’s praise of barba-
resques, has his hero reject Western civilization and its values in favor of a
“primitive” return and primitivist aesthetics.

Foreshadowing Rihani’s own later political efforts to link Lebanese
identity to a larger Arab collective identity, Khalid does not remain in Leb-
anon long. Khalid’s rejection of American civilization initiates a migra-
tion that will take him through Lebanon to Egypt and finally deposit him
in the desert, where the tyro prophet ends the novel in search of his dream,
“a great Arab Empire in the border-land of Orient and Occident, in the
very heart of the world, this Arabia” (342). Situating this prospective Arab
Empire symbolically at both center and fringe, at both the “very heart of
the world” and “the border-land of Orient and Occident,” Rihani suggests
that conceptualizations of a greater Arabia must be figurative before they
can be literal. But he also indicates that these conceptualizations of Arab
identity must be translated across cultural memories in order to bring
a real Arab Empire into existence. To achieve this “translation,” Rihani
plays with the trope of the primitive and wandering Arab, accounting for
its presence in Western romantic narratives while simultaneously updat-
ing the figure with a modern purchase.

Khalid’s desire to return East and leave the trappings of modernity
behind is certainly in keeping with a romantic tradition in Western lit-
erature, as well as romantic notions of the desert prevalent in Arabian lit-
erature. Khalid’s return to the “primitive” East is a return to the romantic
space of mythmaking out of which influential philosophers of the state
such as Johann Godfried Herder theorized collective national identity.
Herder, a German writing before there was a Germany, used the figure of
the Bedouin Arab to demonstrate cultural and linguistic continuity across
time and space. “With his simple clothing, his maxims of life, his manners,
and his character, are in unison,” Herder writes of the Bedouin’s natural
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nomadic independence, “and, after the lapse of thousands of years, his
tent still preserves the wisdom of his forefathers.” Expanding out from
the Bedouin to an assessment of Arabs in general, Herder continues in
his Reflections on the Philosophy of the History of Mankind, “wherever the
Arab is found, on the Nile or the Euphrates, on Libanus or in Senegal, nay
even in Zanguebar or the islands of the Indian Ocean, if a foreign climate
have not by length of time changed him into a colonist, he will display his
original Arabian character.™ Herder judges Arabness in relation to the
archetype of the true Arab: the Bedouin. To be a colonist is to be removed
from essential “Arab” qualities, that is, nomadism ' The Bedouin stands
as an evocative example of volk identity in Herder’s philosophy.

Khalid’s motion toward the desert offers a revision of the myth of the
primitive Arab that takes into account the way European philosophers of
national identity formation had historically instrumentalized the Bed-
ouin. Rihani posits Khalid not only as a Bedouin wanderer but also as a
modern nation builder. “Now think what can be done in Arabia,” Khalid
announces; “think what the Arabs can accomplish, if American arms and
an up-to-date Koran are broadcast among them” (303). By the novel’s con-
clusion, the wandering Arab in the desert is not merely nomad; he is also a
potential father of an Arab national homeland. Rihani translates the trope
of rootless Bedouin wandering into a foundational figure. This translation
not only resonates with Mokarzel’s invocation of a pioneer Syrian peddler
statue; it also mirrors Herder’s own translation of Arab volk characteris-
tics into European models of national identity.

In Rihani’s “immigrant” novel, Khalid becomes Arab; he does not
become American. But the path to Arab identity winds through Amer-
ica. Khalid’s motion is not the unidirectional path of immigration but
the multidirectional path of migration. Rather than exchanging Arabness
for Americanness or whiteness or civilization, Khalid seeks to establish a
home where Arab identity collects. He constructs this home not from one
tradition or another but from the experience of the Arab exile in America.
The experience of exile, Rihani suggests, produces a longing for a tran-
shistorical concept with which the cultural outsider can identify. Yet the
transhistorical concept Rihani latches onto, the wandering Arab, plays
a significant role in both Western and Eastern theorizations of national
identity. In juxtaposing the trope of the primitive and wandering Bed-
ouin with the figure of the modern nation builder, Rihani is highlighting
the cultural interpenetration that has been part and parcel of European
national identity politics since the eighteenth century.
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In The Book of Khalid, Rihani uses his hero’s growing consciousness of
an Arab identity that is opposed to the wholesale adoption of America’s
“modern” values to challenge a history of representation that borrows the
figure of the Arab to create formulas for other national identities. Kha-
lid’s story is not a story of Protestant redemption, American assimilation,
or the erasure of Arab identity. Instead Rihani plays off the story of the
immigrant’s Protestant reformation into an American citizen. Khalid
ends the novel an advocate of reform, a reform led by the conservative
and fundamentalist “Arabian Luther” Abd’ul Wahab, founder of Wah-
habism 3 Rihani takes the street Arab trope of American assimilation and
transforms it into a majazi (figurative trope). This majazi, in turn, pro-
vides the grounding for a narrative of pan-Arab identity formation. Keep-
ing the literal and the figurative Arab inextricably intertwined, Rihani
insists on the importance of seizing the terms of representation as a form
of political empowerment.

Rihani’s message, however, was largely lost on mainstream American
audiences. In his own era, Rihani endured multiple rejection letters from
the editors of popular American magazines. “They are all too exotic for
us,” writes James Phillips, editor of the American Magazine, in a May 25,
1911, letter. “Perhaps I am mistaken as to the possibility of your writing
appearing in a popular magazine.”™ “Once again we are afraid it would be
a mistake for the Atlantic to allow itself to be carried so far afield,” advises
the editor of the Atlantic Monthly in a January 23, 1911, rejection letter.
“After all, as you know, we Americans are of a conventionalized turn of
mind in spite of everything we wish others to think of us.”* The original
Book of Khalid is filled with so many untranslated Arabic phrases, recon-
dite English words, and Arabic-English neologisms that it was translated
from English to English by Rihani’s brother, Albert, in the 1940s. The
“exoticism” and lack of conventionality that made Rihani unpublishable
in popular American magazines are precisely what made him attractive to
early twentieth-century modernist literary outlets. But it would be a mis-
take to dismiss Rihani as a merely part of a modernist fad for the exotic.
Rihani’s novel may have been of a “peculiar nature” and “unusual char-
acter,” as it was described in a September 1911 review from the American
magazine the Bookman, but the originality of The Book of Khalid’s nar-
rative stands in stark contrast to its more popular contemporary, Khalil
Gibran’s The Prophet Gibran’s The Prophet, published in 1923, is one of
the most popular books ever to be put into print. Yet a reader would be
hard-pressed to indicate what is Arab about The Prophet. What does the
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book tell the reader about Arab history, Arab culture, Arab food, Arab
religions? Because the book traffics in vague Orientalist stereotypes, the
answer is nothing. The most salient question to ask about The Prophet
when comparing it to works in other ethnic American literary traditions
is, What does it tell us about the Arab experience in America?

The Prophet does not explore a transition from religious to secular
identity or from one cultural milieu to another, as is evident in many of
the contemporary Jewish-immigrant narratives such as Abraham Cahan’s
The Rise of David Levinsky. “There is a streak of sadness in the blood of
my race,” the character David Levinsky announces in the first pages of
Cahan’s seminal novel of Jewish immigration to America; “very likely it
is of Oriental origin.™® The Historical Dictionary of American Slang gives
this 1927 definition for Arab: “n. 1. Theat. A Jew.—used disparagingly.”™
Until the end of the 1920s, the word Arab was forbidden for many vaude-
villians for the obvious reason that a good number of the players were
Jewish—though many were performing in blackface® Thanks largely to
writers such as Cahan and those who followed him (but also thanks to
these blackface performances), the figure of the American Jew transi-
tioned out of the codes of “Oriental” identity and into a well-established
ethnic American niche® Just like Levinsky himself, by the close of the
1920s, the figure of the Jew had been assimilated into a hyphenated Amer-
ican culture and largely disassociated from Oriental association. Not so
with representations of the Arab, a figure that still remains largely wedded
to the Oriental codes of the nineteenth century.

Unlike Cahan’s novel, The Prophet does not present a struggle with
what it means to be “American” and not something other, something
Old World. Gibran’s book presents an abstracted Oriental identity largely
shaped by Western readers” expectations. A book review from the New
York Times on June 10, 1934, highlights Gibran’s reception in the United
States as an undifferentiated and conglomerate Oriental sage. “[Gibran
evinces] an unworldliness reminding one of Guatama and the philoso-
phers of the Upanishads; there is a lyric manner and picturesqueness that
recalls the best of the old Hebrew prophets; . . . there is an epigrammatic
pithiness of utterance that makes many of Gibran’s sayings not unwor-
thy to be placed side by side with those of older sages of the Orient.™
Indian, Hebrew, Oriental —Gibran manages to be all these things at once
to his reviewer. By offering a vapid repetition of the Oriental codes of
nineteenth-century discourses on Eastern mysticism, The Prophet guar-
anteed itself a popular reception, but it also failed to provide any insight
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on the level of narrative content as to what it meant to be an Arab or a Syr-
ian/Lebanese immigrant in America.

In contradiction to the claim made by the critic Geoffrey Nash that
Rihani was deracine and that “in spite of the American framing of The Book
of Khalid, Rihani’s biculturality is not of the kind that can be considered eth-
nic American,” I would argue that it is precisely by contextualizing Rihani’s
novel within a longer American discourse on Arab identity that its value to
the canon of Arab American literature becomes apparent.* Whereas Gibran
repeats the Orientalist codes of the nineteenth century, Rihani subtly chal-
lenges them. This difference, of course, largely accounts for the difference
in the reception of their respective books. Gibran’s Prophet is often evoked
as an example of Arab American writing, and its popularity with Ameri-
can audiences continues unabated. The Book of Khalid, on the other hand,
has traditionally been read as a problematic attempt at assimilation.** But
recently, the critic Wail Hassan has revisited Rihani’s 1911 novel and usefully
placed it in a transnational context.® Hassan’s analysis of Rihani’s cultural
translations reveals the novel to be part of a more complicated attempt to
imagine transnational models of political citizenship. In The Book of Khalid,
the figure of the Arab is neither a primitive nor an ethnic cipher. Instead,
by the novel’s conclusion, the hero conceptualizes a modern, sophisticated,
and culturally cosmopolitan vision of Arabness. Rihani was thinking
beyond the nation, but that does not obviate his importance to a tradition
of Arab American writing. Contemporary Arab American writers are again
thinking through their national identity by thinking through their multiple
linguistic, ethnic, religious, and national affiliations—not in terms of either/
or but rather in terms of yes/ands.

To focus on The Book of Khalid, then, is to argue that it is Rihani, not
the more recognizable and popular Gibran, who offers us the clearest way
to see a continuum between current Arab American literature and a foun-
dational moment of Arab migration to America. It is also to argue that
it is not the canon of Arab American literature prior to 1967 that lacks
cultural authority and ethnic authenticity but rather the way that canon
has been approached. I return to Rihani’s novel, then, with an eye toward
revising its critical heritage by cultivating an appreciation for its subver-
sion of the dominant American discourse on Arab identity. Rihani’s novel
presents identity as fluid, mutable, and multiple—a model that speaks
saliently to the effort by current Arab American writers to claim multi-
ple, often simultaneous, identities that fracture geographic and temporal
continuities.
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Masquerade as Arab Literary Form

A conscious attempt to amalgamate Eastern and Western literary styles,
The Book of Khalid is arabesque in a number of senses that have to do with
creating “fantastic mixtures.” Conceived through the nesting-doll struc-
ture of 1,001 Nights, The Book of Khalid repeatedly sheds its storyline to
reveal another latent narrative trajectory. What appears to be an Ameri-
can immigrant narrative (Book 1: “In the Exchange”) transforms into a
Lebanese emigrant narrative (Book 2: “In the Temple”), both of which are
finally displaced by a narrative of world migration and pan-Arab nation
building (Book 3: “In Kulmakan”; everywhere). As Khalid passes through
various phases of false consciousness and comes into realization of his des-
tiny as a prophet of an Arab New Age, the focus of his concerns widens in
scope to eventually encompass a global perspective. Stylistically the novel
blends the conventions of the putatively teleological Western bildungsro-
man and the putatively circular Eastern romance to produce its vision of
a modern Arab hero whose concerns are secular as well as sacred. Dis-
guise thus operates in The Book of Khalid with a textual and metatextual
register, indexing both the various roles Khalid will play within the book
before realizing his prophetic mission and the novel’s general thematic of
revelation.

On the level of content, Rihani’s novel is an extended masquerade dra-
matizing the dynamic relationship between authenticity and mimicry,
reality and fiction, the Arab and the arabesque. The novel begins with a
series of prefatory meditations on Khalid’s authenticity from fictional edi-
tors who supposedly collected The Book of Khalid from manuscripts in
Egyptian libraries and interviews with the tyro prophet’s scribe, Shakib.
But throughout the course of the book, the authority of the sources used
to authenticate Khalid’s story is constantly put under suspicion. An
extended satire on identity construction, Rihani’s novel uses humor, mod-
ernist narrative conceits, and familiar Orientalist archetypes to critique
Western knowledge of the Arab as superficial. But The Book of Khalid
also engages in its own identity politics by participating in the Oriental-
ist discourse it sends up. The novel’s hero becomes an Arab by inhabiting
the figurative tropes of Arabness circulating in both Western and Eastern
romantic traditions.

Looking at the dynamics of cultural exchange in one section in The Book
of Khalid, a chapter entitled “With the Huris,” allows us to explore Rihani’s
subversive treatment of Orientalist tropes. The chapter sets Khalid adrift in
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an American “Bohemia” where exoticism equals cultural cachet. Through
Khalid’s multiple female suitors, the chapter dramatizes the Arab immi-
grant’s encounter with stereotypes of Arab identity. Khalid, a cultural naif,
responds to these stereotypes by playing the roles he is asked to perform. In
an ironic twist on Orientalist fantasies of sexual plentitude that accumu-
lated around the Islamic concept of the huriyat (virgins who await faithful
Muslims in paradise), Rihani’s “huris,” who occupy the earthly “paradise”
of Bohemia, are less concerned with spiritual than financial recompense
and certainly are not virgins.+

Khalid’s first Bohemian lover is the Medium. She tells Khalid, “Do you
know, Child, I am destined to be a Beduin Queen. The throne of Zeno-
bia is mine, and yours too, if you will be good. We shall resuscitate the
glory of the kingdom of the desert” (86). Khalid’s presence in the Medi-
um’s studio lends authenticity to her fantasy, and she plans to turn him
into an exotic adornment that authorizes her own Arab playacting. The
Medium earns her living by practicing “Tiptology,” a theory of spirit rap-
ping that purports to contact the Beyond. It is also a form of table-tipping
opportunism. The Medium, in other words, is a fake, and when Khalid
asks her to initiate him into the art of Tiptology, she refuses. This refusal
is symptomatic of the white artist’s relationship to the Oriental subject.
Denying Khalid knowledge of Tiptology is tantamount to denying him
access to a transcendent form of identification. While Tiptology allows the
Medium to become Zenobia, she wants Khalid to remain fixed to his pre-
scribed identity. To the white Medium, Khalid is cultural capital that she
can appropriate. She is a Medium because she channels Khalid’s authentic
“Oriental” identity into her own fantasies and identity politics.

Zenobia was second only to Cleopatra in terms of the visibility of an
Oriental woman in nineteenth-century American print culture. She
appeared prominently in both historical romances such as William
Ware’s Zenobia; or, The Fall of Palmyra (1838) and popular romances such
as Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Blithedale Romance (1852). In the preface to
The Blithedale Romance, Hawthorne famously draws a bright line between
fantasy and reality, marking them as distinct spheres that should be kept
apart. Rihani’s novel instead contaminates the two conditions and insinu-
ates that fantasy can become reality, mimicry can become authenticity,
and the roles we play are dress rehearsals for the people we will become.
Khalid is the untutored, naive parvenu in every American situation he
encounters, and yet by the end of his experiences in these situations, he
has been transformed into something new—a peddler, an anarchist, a
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politician, a Bohemian boy toy. Rihani embraces the arguably modern-
ist blurred distinction between romantic representation and real life.
Rihani’s Zenobia brings attention to the tropic nature of Orientalist liter-
ary representation not to critique it as much as to offer its logic as a way to
think through the multiplying possibilities of identity formation.

Hawthorne’s Zenobia “bruises herself against the narrow confines of
her sex.™ But whereas the trappings of Orientalist masquerade imprison
Hawthorne’s Zenobia, they liberate the New Woman “huris” of Rihani’s
Bohemia. Tossed about Don Juan-like in the free-love tides of early
twentieth-century New York, Khalid is hardly a patriarchic presence. Fur-
thermore, the feminized space of the “With the Huris” chapter owes less
to male fantasies about the harem then to descriptions of harems as places
of female privilege offered by writers such as the early eighteenth-century
traveler and protofeminist Lady Mary Wortley Montagu. “’Tis also very
pleasant to observe how tenderly he and all his brethren voyage-writers
lament the miserable confinement of the Turkish ladies,” Montagu com-
ments about the harem and male misconceptions of its function. The
harem women “are perhaps freer than any ladies in the universe, and are
the only women in the world who lead a life of uninterrupted pleasure
exempt from cares. Montagu’s categorization of the harem space as a
place of uninterrupted pleasure, of course, is not devoid of its own Ori-
entalist assumptions. Nevertheless, her willingness to afford Turkish
ladies agency and make them authors of their own pleasure confronted
many Orientalist assumptions about the role of the harem and the place of
women in Oriental cultures. For Rihani, New York’s Bohemia operates as
a similar space of female agency, and the women Khalid encounters in it
are New Woman agents of their own destiny.+

The Bohemian writer who seduces Khalid after the Medium does rein-
forces the play between mimicry and authenticity. Ultimately she forces
Khalid to blend Arab identity with arabesque performance. Dubbed the
Enchantress, the writer quite literally uses her relationship with Khalid
to create copy she can sell to contemporary magazines. The Enchantress
“in a Japanese kimono receives [Khalid] somewhat orientally” (87) and “in
an effort to seem Oriental, calls the Dervish ‘My Syrian Rose,” ‘My Desert
Flower,” ‘My Beduin Boy, etcetera, always closing her message with either
a strip of Syrian sky or a camel load of narcissus” (88-89). In response to
the writer’s Orientalist characterizations, Khalid decides to “adorn . . . her
studio for a time” (89). The Enchantress, described to Khalid as “a hunt-
ress of male curiosities, originales, whom she takes into her favor and
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ultimately surrenders to the reading public” (87), is a send-up of the aspir-
ing New Woman journalists who populated turn-of-the-century New
York City and wrote for periodicals such as the Commercial Advertiser.
The joke of course is that nineteenth-century American writers, such as
Hawthorne, used Oriental material, characters, and themes as marketable
exotic adornments in much the same way as Rihani’s Enchantress. The
joke is reversed, however, by Khalid’s willingness to become whatever it is
his white Orientalist viewers want him to be.

The Medium and the Enchantress index the representation of the
Orient, and in particular Oriental women, found in nineteenth-century
American literature. As their capitalized names indicate, they are also
typological caricatures of the white writers who produced exotic Orien-
tal copy for their American audiences. But far from merely critiquing the
appeal of authentic Orientalness to white artists in Bohemia, Rihani’s
“With the Huris” explores the complex play between white co-option of
Arabness and Arab self-fashioning as a market strategy. Probing the pos-
sibilities of American Bohemia as a space of alternative enunciation and
creation, Rihani demonstrates that cultural capital in modernist America
is fluid and ultimately mutually created. If the Medium and the Enchant-
ress present Arabness as a performance, Arabness, as represented by Kha-
lid, is also a performance.

Khalid, a Syrian of Jesuit faith, comes to Bohemia professing to be a
Muslim Sufi. “I am a Dervish at the door of Allah,” Khalid announces,
to which the Medium replies, “And I am a spirit in Allah’s house” (83).
The Oriental identities of the Medium and Khalid are mutually created
fantasies—a kind of call and response of romantic formation. Khalid’s
ability to gain entrance to various homes and studios depends on him
performing as a Sufi and responding to the title “Beduin Boy.” Ironically
Khalid’s performance of Orientalist tropes reinforces the sense of his
authentic Arabness for the reader. The narrator explains Khalid’s sexual
escapades with the women of Bohemia by averring, “And here, the hospi-
tality of the Dervish does not belie his Arab blood. In Bohemia, the bon-
fire of his heart was never extinguished, and the wayfarers stopping before
his tent . . . were welcome guests for at least three days and nights. And in
this he follows the rule of hospitality of his people” (93). In this formula-
tion, the Bedouin tradition of hospitality is used to authenticate the Ori-
entalist trope of the Arab’s sexual perversity and licentiousness. “Delicacy
and intensity, effervescence and depth,” the editor relates about Khalid’s
sexual proclivities, “these he would have in a woman, or a harem, as in
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anything else” (92). Khalid is passing in Bohemia by playing arabesque
roles—as a Muslim, as a Sufi, as a Bedouin, as the patriarch of a harem.

In Rihani’s hands, the conflict between a universalism that breaks down
Orientalist differentiations and an essentialism that keeps the uniqueness
of Arab identity intact instead becomes a question about authenticity and
performance. The point of the quotation about Khalid following the rules
of hospitality is not that Khalid is authentic but rather that he performs
his role as an Arab expertly. The chapter’s dramatization of questions of
authenticity is part of the novel’s overall approach to identity formation.
“After all,” exclaims the editorial voice upon discovering Khalid’s manu-
script in the Khedival Library in Cairo, “might it not be a literary hoax,
we thought, and might not this Khalid be a myth” (7). Throughout Kha-
lid’s narrative, acts of authentication are constantly undercut by the com-
mentary of an editorial voice that is piecing Khalid’s story together for the
reader from multiple, unreliable, sources.

The emphasis on performance evident in Rihani’s novel has a legacy in
Arab poetics. This legacy grows out of the difference that Arab linguistic
scholars such as al-Jahiz (d. 869/255) mark between the performance of
Bedouin poetry and post-Classical urban poetry. Discussing the impli-
cations of al-Jahiz’s Kitab al-Bayan wal Tabyin for the development of a
sense of Arab identity, Adonis explains,

This is what is embodied in the following characterization of eloquence
(fasaha): “The pure bedouin Arabs are the essence of perfect eloquence,”
and in the characterization of naturalness (badaha) as “what differentiates
the Arabs from other peoples in eloquent expression.” It is the antithesis
of an embellished style (tahbir), that is a style involving careful study and
intellectual activity. Tahbir is an attribute of post-Classical poetry and
urban culture, the product of self-conscious technique, while badaha and
natural aptitude are properties of Bedouin poetry. (Arab Poetics, 29)

What makes Arabs a discrete and identifiable cultural entity, according
to Adonis, is the eloquence of their language. This eloquence is associated
with the badaha aesthetic of Bedouin poetry. Khalid, an autodidact with
no system to his method of self-education, exemplifies the badaha aes-
thetic. “The air was his school; and everything that riots and rejoices in
the open air, he loved,” the editor explains in reference to Khalid’s early
years. “Bulbuls and beetles and butterflies, oxen and donkeys and mules,—
these were his playmates and friends” (Khalid, 18). The badaha aesthetic,
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of course, is also a component of the classic nineteenth-century romantic
hero that Carlyle had spoofed in Sartor Resartus and Rihani had revised
in his own Carlyle-inspired The Book of Khalid. Khalid’s innocence places
him in both an Arab and a Western romantic tradition of “natural men.”

Ultimately, it is not essences that are authentic or inauthentic but rather
performances—the ability to intuitively play a role. Indeed, throughout
the novel, Khalid continually changes masks, as though he were an actor
playing various parts.*® The stages for his roles include Tammany Hall
politics, the Young Turks Revolution, the global mission of Baha’ism, and
Arab Nationalism. Passing through an array of identities and co-opted
by a multitude of American and transnational political and social move-
ments, Khalid inhabits different temporary identities before finally ending
the novel by disappearing into the desert—by, as it were, exiting the stage.
The novel revolves around an interplay between Khalid’s “authentic” iden-
tity and the various roles he inhabits which “authenticate” that identity,
blurring the distinction between Arab and arabesque formations of self.
“His first beau ideal was to own the best horse in Baalbek,” the editor com-
ments in recounting Khalid’s youth in Lebanon, “and to be able to ride to
the camp of the Arabs and be mistaken for one of them was his first great
ambition” (Khalid, 23). In this formulation, the gap between the arabesque
Khalid and the “Arab” becomes legible—Khalid wants to be “mistaken for
one of them.” But the gap quickly closes as Khalid’s performance eventu-
ally gains him acceptance as “one of them.”

To mark Khalid as an “authentic” Arab is a mistake, but it is also a mis-
take to consider him an imitation. It is more accurate to say that Khalid
performs the archetypal elements of Arab behavior as codified in roman-
tic literature. Wedding the imaginary and the real, the thing and its imita-
tion, as well as the “authentic” Arab with the arabesque, Rihani uses the
image of the Arab as a form of identification based on the transference
principle of figurative language. It is in this final sense of a masquerade
that I approach The Book of Khalid as an American arabesque. It is a con-
sciously literary representation that obscures the distinction between the
figurative and the literal Arab. The tropes that define Arabs in the West-
ern literary canon, Rihani’s novel suggests, provide the figurative tools
necessary to create a very real Arab identity.

The Book of Khalid is humorous, experimental, unwieldy, and over-
wrought, but it is also a key work if the narrative about Arab American
literature is going to be revised to account for the mahjar generation.
Tongue in cheek, the book touches on themes that were essential topics
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of discussion for mahjar intellectuals—themes such as immigrant disen-
chantment with America, East-West amalgamation, prophetic apotheosis,
and pan-Arab unity.* The last concern became one of Rihani’s lifelong
pursuits. The Book of Khalid’s exploration of the political potential of liter-
ary constructions of Arab identity presages Rihani’s later, serious rumina-
tions on Arab nation building and brings American Arabesque’s analysis
of the figure of the Arab full circle. In Rihani’s myriad writings, figurative
constructions of Arabness ultimately underwrite his ability to translate
Arab identity politics to his Western audiences. In the process, he trans-
forms American idioms into arguments for Arab nationalism, demon-
strating the multidirectionality of American arabesques.

The Literary Logic of Arab Independence

In 1939, Rihani, as part of a five-month-long lecture tour of the United
States, stopped in San Francisco, California, lodging at the St. Francis
Hotel in the affluent suburb of St. Francis Woods. Writing on the hotel’s
stationery, which featured an image of the hotel’s adobe Spanish Revival
facade, Rihani shared his impressions of the California mise-en-scéne
with a friend. “T have found in the architecture of the cottages in the dis-
trict called St. Francis woods,” mused Rihani, “much that recalls Anda-
lusia and therefore the Moors or the Arabs.” “Its fruits, its flowers and
shall I say its flower-like women,” he continued, “reminds me of Syria,
my native land.” Moving easily from the vague to the specific ties that
bind California to the Islamic Mediterranean, Rihani’s initial references
to Andalusia and Syria prepare his reader for the final, and most sig-
nificant, connection that he wants to establish between America and the
Arab world.

But the Arabian origin in Spanish architecture is lost, alas, in St. Francis
woods, and the memory of the Arabs like that of the Indians. .. is tucked
away in the Sacramento Valley. Much like the Indians...the Arabs are
still living and still striving to regain their place in the sun. They are today
a people with a cause that is not unworthy of your interest. They are still
struggling for freedom and independence as a people, as well as for unity
and solidarity as a nation—; Northern Arabia [is today] under the gilded
yoke of a mandate forged by the league of nations.
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By the end of Rihani’s description of California, the personal has become
political, and the romance of exoticism has transformed into a romantic
quest for lost origins. Rihani connects American history and Arab his-
tory, as well as American national formation and potential Arab national
formation, through the figure of the Indian. The transferences between
the figure of the Bedouin and the figure of the Native Indian so preva-
lent in nineteenth-century American travel narratives returns here, as
an argument for the establishment of an independent Arab nation. The
model for this potential Arab nation, in Rihani’s mind, was the United
States of America. “I admit, however, that the complete success of Pan-
Arabism—Arabia under one ruler—is not expected at the present or in
the near future,” Rihani explained in his standard 1920s and 30s public
lecture on pan-Arabism. “But the success of an Arab confederation, fol-
lowing the pattern, more or less, of the United States of America, is not far
oft”

Registering both the disappointment of the post-World War I mandate
years and the optimism that Arabian independence was still achievable
if only its cause could be translated into a language recognizable to the
West, Rihani’s St. Francis Woods letter resonates with the themes he had
been sounding over the preceding two decades as a touring public intel-
lectual. On and off over the course of the 1920s and *30s, Rihani lectured
American audiences on Arabian culture, debated rabbis on the Israel-
Palestine issue, and appeared at community venues in small towns from
Barbourville, Kentucky, to Athens, West Virginia, to Upland, Indiana, as
well as in big cities such as Boston, New York, and San Francisco. Though
he insisted to Eleanor Roosevelt in a 1937 letter that he was not playing
politics with the Arabs’ cause but rather promoting “their cultural and
racial resurgency,” Rihani clearly had both political and personal moti-
vations for doing these American lecture tours.* The metropolitan, cos-
mopolitan, transnational intellectual, Rihani, who was feted by kings in
Iraq and Arabia, gave special attention to the small-town lecture circuits
in the years between 1937 and 1939, the last he was to spend in America.
His efforts were not lost on the Syrian community in America. As the edi-
tor and business manager of the Detroit-published Phoenician Magazine
put it in a letter to Rihani, “We look to you as one of our world leaders, the
intellectual sword of the Arabic-speaking world, our champion and our
defender against the assaults of those who would disparage the Syrian and
Arabian name.™*
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In 1924, the same year the Johnson Act restricted immigration in order,
in the rhetoric of nativist literature, to “keep America for Americans,”
the Indian Citizenship Act was also passed, effectively Americanizing
Native peoples by granting them citizenship. Tucked away in the folds of
the American nation’s memory, Rihani suggests in his 1939 letter, is an
origin story latent with its own form of bedouinism—for Bedouins were
conflated not only with Native Americans in American discourse but also
with Biblical patriarchs. Capitalizing on the rhetorical purchase of the
nomadic figure in narratives of nation formation, Rihani hopes to trans-
late the Arab’s claim to self-determination—to translate the American
image of the Arab into Arab political representation. The key to this trans-
fer is the linking power that figurative representations of the Arab have in
American discourse.

Reliance on figurative representation not only helped Rihani translate
Arab self-determination claims to Western audiences familiar with Arab
tropes; it also allowed him to be supple in his composition of an Arabo-
Islamic collective. In his 1930 Arabian travel narrative, titled Arabian Peak
and Desert and published simultaneously in English and Arabic, Rihani
describes his initial audience with Imam Yahya of Yemen. During this
audience, the imam asks Rihani whether he is a Muslim. As Rihani lets the
reader know, his life may hinge on the answer. In response to this schis-
matic either/or question about his identity, Rihani evokes majaz’s power
to allow several, often competing, interpretations to exist simultaneously.

Although a Syrian by birth, an American by naturalization, I am in my
blood an Arab; and although Christianity is the religion of my inheritance,
I am also of the faith of the great poets and philosophers—Al-Ghazzaly, Al-
Farid and Abu’l-Ala—as well as the young Arabs of today who are working
for union and independence, and seeking to reinvest their country with its
former prestige and power. . .. “Who upholds Arabia, upholds Al-Islam.”

Rihani builds Arabo-Islamic identity through constellations, where con-
stituent pieces orbit around one another rather than eclipse one another.
This juxtaposed Arabo-Islamic identity is tangled, contaminated, and
provisional, rather than pure and heterogeneous, largely because it owes
its logic to figurative interpretation.

In al-Ghazali’s twelfth-century treatise on the boundaries of theologi-
cal tolerance in Islam, Faysal al-Tafriga Bayna al-Islam wa al-Zandaqa
(The Decisive Criterion for Distinguishing Islam from Masked Infidelity),



Arab Masquerade 207

he proposes applying what he calls the Rule of Figurative Interpretation
(Qanun al-ta’wil) to decide whether an individual is an unbeliever. A
prime example that al-Ghazali uses to prove the method’s universal appli-
cation is the fact that the founder of the most traditional school of Islamic
jurisprudence (figh), Ahmad Ibn Hanbal, had occasion to resort to figura-
tive interpretation in deciphering the meaning of three of the prophet’s
hadiths. One of these hadiths was Muhammad’s statement, “Indeed, I
find the breath of the All-Merciful coming from the direction of Yemen.™¢
Because the content of the prophet’s statement is logically impossible, al-
Ghazali argues, and because the prophet never lies, we must accept a non-
literal interpretation of his words—a figurative interpretation.

Though al-Ghazali certainly would not have accepted Rihani as a true
Muslim, Rihani’s invocation of his legacy in Islamic hermeneutics is cal-
culated to impress Imam Yahya and to lay claim to a space of wiggle room
in identifying himself. At this schismatic moment of either/or, Rihani
insists on a continuum in identity, where one can be “Arab in blood,”
“American by naturalization,” and “Syrian by birth.” A capacious defini-
tion of Islamic identity was of course key to a Christian Lebanese intel-
lectual exploring the possibility of forming a pan-Arab state with Mus-
lim Arabian rulers. Islam and blood are both transformed into figurative
associations by Rihani. These associations, in turn, create links between
“Arabs.” By responding to the imam’s direct question with a figurative
interpretation, Rihani places himself within a tradition of Arabo-Islamic
hermeneutics that begins with al-Jurjani and travels through al-Ghazali
all the way to the twentieth century. He also lays the groundwork for cre-
ating a category of Arab that is not limited by geography, ethnicity, or
religion.

In a gesture of contestation and reconciliation intimately tied to the
bond between the transnational politics of Arabism and the national poli-
tics of American immigration that found voice in the interwar period, the
figurative bridge that Rihani constructs across potential boundaries of
religious, ethnic, and national difference is his “blood.” Rather than inter-
pret this reference to “blood” strictly as an essentialist mode of identity
politics born out of a particular post-Johnson-Reed immigration-quota
historical moment, I want to suggest that Rihani offers us an opportunity
to think about Arab American identity formation rhizomatically. Rihani,
in this latter read, offers Arabness as a labile territorial assemblage, a form
of becoming that allows us, in the words of Deleuze and Guattari, “to
grasp the trace of creation in the created” nature of all self-identification.””



208 Arab Masquerade

Rihani presents Arabness as a performative modality rather than as an
essential identity. It is an act of self-interpretation. Arabness is for Rihani
a matter not only of acting in the manner of the Arabians but also of using
the romantic will to imagine pan-Arabia into existence.

Reencountering the Mahjar Legacy

The relationship between masquerade and authenticity broached in this
final chapter is essential to an analysis of the relationship between a dis-
course of representation and a discourse of self-representation that informs
the birth pangs of any ethnic literature. Yet the birth of Arab American lit-
erature might be said to be a special case, in large part because the ques-
tion lingers whether such a tradition actually existed before 1967. If it did,
the question still remains as to whether there is any connection between
the writings of a few Christian Syrian immigrants at the beginning of the
twentieth century and the writings of the American-born generations that
appeared after World War II. This second question, the one about continu-
ity, gets at the heart of the issue of assimilation and whether or not Syrian
Americans did indeed “assimilate themselves out of existence” prior to 196;.

In the 1952 novel Confessions of a Spent Youth, Vance Bourjaily, him-
self the son of a Syrian/Lebanese immigrant to America, has his narrator,
Quincy, also the son of a Syrian/Lebanese immigrant to America, con-
front the absence of Arab cultural heritage. Stationed in Baalbek during
World War II, Quincy is situated in the same city that gave birth to Khalid,
“a city that enticed and still entices the mighty of the earth” (Khalid, 14).
There as a representative of a colonizing power (he is serving in the British
army), Quincy ironically repeats the conquest and pillaging of Baalbek by
“foreign” forces on which the fictional editors of The Book of Khalid com-
ment: “The porphyry pillars, the statues, the tablets, the exquisite friezes,
the palimpsests, the bas-reliefs,—Time and the Turks have spared a few of
these. And when the German Emperor came, Abd’ul Hamid blinked, and
the Berlin Museum is now richer for it” (Khalid, 14). The editors of Kha-
lid’s story impugn the usurper Turks, in the form of Abdul Hamid, for
raiding Lebanese cultural heritage and shipping it out to German muse-
ums, but by the time Bourjaily was writing, those Turks had been usurped
by European mandates. In this context, Quincy and his military buddies
spend a night exploring a gravesite near Baalbek, searching for treasure
and eventually dragging the bones of the dead (his own ancestors, Quincy
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comments sardonically) out of the crypt for potential keepsakes. It is a
scene of ghoulish humor that announces nothing is sacred, as even the
tokens of the connection between New World immigrants and their Old
World families found in the crypt are mocked as “U.S. dime-store stuff”
and thrown violently aside.*®

What is striking in the second-generation Lebanese American’s
description of raiding the tombs of his own ancestry, however, is not his
willingness to desecrate his cultural heritage but his lack of connection
with it. “We climbed the hill, looking curiously at the Arabic inscrip-
tions on the tumbled stones,” Quincy explains. “We theorized of course”
(Confessions, 229). Putting truth to the fear that first-generation Syrian-
immigrant intellectuals expressed about the loss of heritage attendant on
the next generation’s inability to speak Arabic, Quincy must “theorize”
about what is written on the gravestones. This theorization stands in
for Quincy’s larger relationship to an Arab cultural heritage that he was
“brought up not so much to conceal as to ignore” (239). Quincy’s ignorance
of Lebanese culture, of Arab culture, of Arabic is a product of a childhood
during which his father was “busy being an American” (239) and seems to
support a narrative about the Syrians’ rapid assimilation to an unhyphen-
ated American identity. When Bourjaily was asked why Quincy was the
only character in his fiction to whom he gave an Arab origin, he replied,
“The felonious American immigrant novel would be my father’s novel, not
mine.” But even if the tensions between folkways and modern American
life were absent in his own youth and that of his fictional stand-in Quincy,
Bourjaily does have his only Arab American narrator register Arab cul-
tural heritage in his past, if only as an absence.

When Quincy is in Egypt and then again when he is stationed in Tel
Aviv, he, like Khalid before him, explores Arab identity through arabesque
masquerades.® Quincy describes these performances as wearing an Arab
face. The first performance is an extended masquerade as a beggar and ends
humorously. “It was in Tel Aviv that I tried again to wear my Arab face,”
explains Quincy, “this time quite desperately” (Confessions, 248). After
becoming entangled in a late-night tryst, Quincy and a female Jewish refu-
gee find themselves in a tense situation in the Arab quarter of occupied Jafta,
being questioned by several men who Quincy fears might be Palestinian free-
dom fighters. In an effort to ease the tension and pave a way for the two of
them to escape unharmed, Quincy tells his interlocutor that he is an Amer-
ican: “As a matter of fact...Lebanese” (256). In the swift back-and-forth of
Arabic question and answer that follows, Quincy’s Arab American cultural
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identity appears as a performative response to a historical lack of knowledge.
Describing the interrogation that takes place, Quincy explains,

He went through a roster of prominent Syrian-Americans, and Lebanese-
Americans, and it occurred to me to be sorry, for the first time in my life,
that we hadn’t lived among them. But I hadn’t much time to think this
over; I had to formulate a personality now, in which to reply to the ques-
tions I didn’t know the answers to. Should I be surly? Ingratiating? A little
of both, I thought, suddenly remembering a cousin from Detroit, a boy my
age named Saloom. ...I tried to produce his voice, now, his diction. He
was shorter than I, and I slumped a little. He scowled and smiled a lot, and
I started doing so, too. (257)

Into the void of his Arab American cultural heritage, Quincy projects an Arab
performance, one itself based on mimicry of an “authentic” Arab. Unlike
Khalid, who performs Arabness for his white American audiences in Bohe-
mia, Quincy performs Arabness for an Arab audience in occupied Palestine.
Connecting the “passing” performance of Khalid and that of Quincy
points to two legacies in Arab American writing, one ignored and one
institutionalized through most immigrant histories. The former is a leg-
acy of inhabiting the image space of the Arab as a form of empowerment,
and the latter is a legacy of passing out of Arab identity. This dual legacy
is captured succinctly in a description that Bourjaily gives of his father’s
relationship to the editor of the Syrian World, Salloum Mokarzel. Mokar-
zel not only championed the peddler statue; he also championed Rihani’s
writings before the two of them ultimately came to their disagreements
about the thrust of mahjar identity politics. “Mokarzel was a sophisticated
man,” Bourjaily explains, “with something of a magnetic personality that
could draw back temporarily to the Lebanese community people like
my father.™ Perhaps this is the “Saloom” whom Bourjaily channels for
Quincy, a man who represents a path not taken by his father and a legacy
that is present as an absence for him. The response to that absence and
lack of historical continuity lies in the retrieval of mahjar voices such as
Mokarzel’s and Rihani’s, voices that insisted on retaining their Arab/Syr-
ian/Lebanese identity in the face of the forces of American assimilation.
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Haunted Houses

Gl 8T, The Executioner’s Mirror
-s%els &) Ebs o Did you say that you are a poet?

Tsb dule fuol $C22 o5l 0o ... Where do you come from? I notice
your skin is so smooth . . .
$uikens SG.  Executioner, do you hear me?
i1y diws. I granted you his head,
G2 ol Yisls dladl Olas bis  Take it, but bring me the skin
unharmed
Sl 5 el el The skin is desirable to me and

precious. ..

blu J Yulz 058w Your skin will be my carpet
Jozs dood 058w It Will be the beauty of beauties,

el cls Jo  Did you say that you are a poet?
—Adonis'

Just outside Natchez, Mississippi, in a thicket of imposing
live oaks, sits the main house of the Longwood Plantation. Described by
its owner, Haller Nutt, as an “oriental remembrancer of times past,” the
octagonal structure stands six stories high and is capped by a large onion
dome. Longwood was never meant to be a working plantation, and the
main house was a place where Nutt’s wife, Julia, planned on holding balls
and social events. “It is creating much admiration,” Nutt effused in a May
19, 1861, letter to his architect, Samuel Sloan. “I think after this the octagon
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will be the style.” Antebellum writers who wanted to critique the despo-
tism, cruelty, and sexual licentiousness of slave owners often used Orien-
tal imagery to describe the South. But Nutt, a slave owner, was only too
happy to Orientalize himself and his summer home. Nutt’s enthusiasm
for the Arabo-Islamic “style,” coupled with his musings on the Oriental
house’s “remembrancer” function, evidence a belief in taste as a form of
possession. Through Longwood Nutt sought to control both time and
space. The wealthy Louisiana plantation owner claims that Longwood
allows him to dictate the meaning of the past, to architecturally write the
history of what will be remembered. The aesthetic is rarely free from the
political. By transplanting the exotic into the familiar geography of the
antebellum American South, Nutt co-opted an Arabo-Islamic cultural
referent as a sign of his wealth, power, and influence. But the history Nutt
would have remembered through the Longwood structure was ultimately
out of his control.

Nutt’s architect, Sloan, lived in Philadelphia, as did the work crew he
brought to Natchez. By 1861, Sloan and his men had erected the exterior
structure of Longwood. The interior was never completed. The Philadel-
phia workers dropped their spades and picked up muskets. When they
returned south, it was to fire those muskets at Confederate soldiers. Long-
wood remains to this day a ghostly skeleton. The house is an odd Oriental
ruin of antebellum America’s obsession with Arabo-Islamic forms, as well
as a reminder of the role those forms played in conjuring transcenden-
tal and transhistorical fantasies of American identity. But Longwood is
also a testament to how those Arabo-Islamic forms change meaning over
time and why we should pay attention to the stories embedded within the
American fantasies they shape.

As a fagade without an interior, the Longwood mansion offers a visual
analogue for the message of Adonis’s “The Executioner’s Mirror.” The
poem has three main players: a poet, a speaker, and an executioner who
is doing the speaker’s bidding. The speaker demands that the poet’s head
be discarded once he has been executed. He also demands that the poet’s
smooth skin be preserved as an exquisite adornment. The speaker wants
the executioner to separate the poet’s words from the poet so that he can
co-opt them to perpetuate his own power and luxury. Adonis implicitly
warns the reader to pay attention to what happens when a writer’s words
are taken from a writer, taken out of context, and translated into someone
else’s property. The reflected, refracted, and stolen subjectivity in Adon-
is’s poem offers a working example of one way the arabesque as a literary
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form operates: through linguistic and epistemic violence. But the Long-
wood mansion, itself a kind of detached skin, also offers a lesson on ara-
besque representation. For if Longwood is, in one regard, an antebellum
form hollowed of content, in another regard its haunted postbellum his-
tory accumulates in that hollow. The story Longwood tells is not an Orien-
tal story but rather a very American story, a story of Civil War. American
Arabesque began with an anecdote about the interruptions of the Ameri-
can Civil War, and it ends with a return to those interruptions and the
competing fantasies of American identity they engender.

Prior to the Civil War, Haller Nutt’s family had a tremendous influ-
ence on the cotton industry. His father, Rushworth Nutt, invented an
important appendage to the cotton gin that acted as a fan screen. He also
experimented with cotton cultivation. Eventually Rush Nutt created the
popular Petit Gulf blend by cross-breeding Mexican and Egyptian cot-
ton. The Nutt family’s material interest in the Arab world and particularly
Egyptian cotton had brought Rush and Haller’s brother, Rittenhouse, to
Egypt in the 1830s. It may be the stories and mementos these two men
brought back with them that inspired Haller’s own Oriental fantasy man-
sion? Regardless, long before Nutt dreamed of building his aesthetic hom-
age to the Orient, his family had reaped the material benefits of the literal
crossbreeding of Egypt and the American South. The Longwood octa-
gon (the largest in America) not only marks a material linkage between
America and the Arabo-Islamic world; it also uses fantasy to make that
linkage visible to the naked eye. Nutt’s personal fantasy soon turned to
personal tragedy, and before the Civil War ended, Haller had not only
lost almost all his property; he had also lost his life to pneumonia in 1864.
His gravesite occupies a small cemetery plot only steps from Longwood’s
front door, a front door that itself opens onto the gravesite of the Nutts’
fortunes. The emptiness that Longwood encases, however, does serve as a
reminder of times past, as a historic relic not only of the antebellum South
but also of the complex stories hidden within seemingly binary opposi-
tions such as Union and Confederacy, North and South, slave and free.

Only one of Longwood’s six floors was completed, the basement. Origi-
nally meant to accommodate the thirty-two slaves working in the house,
the basement was instead occupied for the next one hundred years by
descendants of the Nutts. Haller himself was a Northern sympathizer,
and his support of Lincoln had putatively earned him exemption from
having his plantations burned and ransacked by Union forces.* These
exemptions were not honored, and the Nutts’ Winter Quarters plantation
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became Ulysses S. Grant’s headquarters. Reportedly, one of Nutt’s slaves
told Grant where to cross the Mississippi at a key Port Gibson juncture
in order to attack Vicksburg, a turning point in the war. When the Long-
wood mansion eventually passed out of the Nutt family’s hands in 1968,
there was an important provision added to the deed of sale. The house
must remain in its unfinished state in perpetuity. Longwood remains as a
Civil War cipher for a Southern, slave-owning family that supported the
Union and came to live in its own slave quarters for the century that fol-
lowed the war. Nutt’s Oriental fagade encases a Civil War history of frac-
ture, miscommunication, and loss—reminding the visitor not so much of
the comforts of plantation life as of the mutability of co-opted forms.

As this book goes to press, a series of civil wars and national conflicts
are sweeping North Africa, the Near East, and the Arabian Peninsula. It
is far too early to say what will become of the Arab Spring of 2011, but
the amount of interest the events are garnering from American citizens
and their government attests to the continued importance of the Arabo-
Islamic world in the national imaginary. Controlling the meaning of
these various Arab revolutions, if not always directly controlling their
outcomes, has been a key component of President Barack Obama’s for-
eign policy, as well as a lynchpin to how he rhetorically differentiates that
foreign policy from his predecessor George W. Bush. In short, the Arab
Spring has provided President Obama with a way to articulate the change
in America’s image he wants to express, both to the global community in
general and to the Arab and Muslim world in particular. It has provided a
pivot from the post-9/11 rhetoric of “with us or against us.” But is the Arab
Spring just a stolen skin for Obama, a way to use superficial images from
the Arab world to articulate American identity politics?

Adonis wrote “The Executioner’s Mirror,” in part, as a response to a
tradition in Arab poetry that stultified innovation and co-opted the art-
ist’s talent for the perpetuation of entrenched systems of power. The youth
(Al-Shabab) at the vanguard of the Arab Spring have succeeded, to vari-
ous degrees, in dislodging oppressive regimes and translating their mes-
sage of freedom across cultural divides, into an idiom that resonates with
American principles of government and justice. Whether their language
and fine sentiments will be co-opted as adornments for Obama’s vision of
the nation’s evolved global mandate and altered national identity politics
remains to be seen. Whether this latest Arab Renaissance, which again
seeks to blend Islamic principles with Western governmental forms and
Arab cultural identity with the language of Western liberal values, will
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succeed where the previous one fell short also remains to be seen. What
is clear, though, is that the exchanges between American culture and
Arab culture that this book details haunt the current cultural exchanges
between America and the Arab Spring. Exploring these nineteenth-
century exchanges provides an opportunity to move beyond fetishistic,
superficial, and co-opted representations of Arabo-Islamic culture and
toward an appreciation of the deep interpenetration between American
and Arab languages of national self. Indeed the very definition of democ-
racy, as American citizens perceive it, will undoubtedly undergo signif-
icant changes if and/or when it is transplanted into Arab societies. The
Arab Spring is something more than a chance for American politicians
to articulate their view of American values against a global backdrop. The
Arab Spring, whatever its final outcomes, is a political and social awak-
ening that resonates directly with the mandates of U.S. citizenship and
the history of individual American citizens’ efforts to come to terms with
what those mandates mean.
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Notes

NOTES TO THE INTRODUCTION

1. For relevant discussion, see Edward Said, Humanism and Democratic Criticism,
pp. 8-15. I use the terms Western, Eastern, and Orient with a full appreciation of the fact
that they are imperfect constructions and unstable containers. To avoid distracting the
reader, I have chosen not to encase them in scare quotes throughout the text. The analysis I
provide of American Orientalism over the course of the book puts terms such as Western,
Eastern, and Orient under enough duress to disturb any sense of their being transcenden-
tal markers of cultural identity or even of geography.

2. Albert Hourani, Arabic Thought in the Liberal Age, p. iv.

3. For the most recent work on transnational approaches to American literature, see
Wai Chee Dimock and Lawrence Buell, eds., Shades of the Planet: American Literature as
World Literature; and Caroline Levander and Robert S. Levine, eds., Hemispheric Ameri-
can Studies; and Malini Johar Schueller and Edward Watts, Messy Beginnings: Postcoloni-
ality and Early American Literature.

4. Important work is being done in this direction by Anouar Majid. See We Are All
Moors: Ending Centuries of Crusades against Muslims and Other Minorities.

5. Much has been written about the influence of Judeo-Christian ideologies on the
discursive creation of the United States, and an understanding of the figure grounded in
Judeo-Christian texts has informed many interpretations of American culture. See Sac-
van Bercovitch, The Puritan Origins of the American Self and The American Jeremiad,
Giles Gunn, Interpretation of Otherness: Literature, Religion, and the American Imagina-
tion; R. W. B. Lewis, Trials of the Word: Essays in American Literature and the Humanistic
Tradition; F. O. Matthiessen, The American Renaissance: Art and Expression in the Age
of Emerson and Whitman; Perry Miller, Errand into the Wilderness; Kenneth Murdock,
Literature and Theology in Colonial New England; David S. Reynolds, Faith in Fiction: The
Emergence of Religious Literature in America.

6. Lauren Berlant, The Anatomy of National Fantasy: Hawthorne, Utopia, and Every-
day Life, p. 5.

7. Ibid., p. 7.

8. Wail Hassan, introduction to Thou Shalt Not Speak My Language, by Abdelfattah
Kilito, p. x.
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9. For the turn toward global approaches to American Studies, see Wai Chee Dimock,
Through Other Continents: American Literature across Deep Time; and Dimock and Buell,
Shades of the Planet.

10. Abdelfattah Kilito, Thou Shalt Not Speak My Language, p. 87.

11. This condition is attested to by the fact that both al-Jurjani and al-Ghazali were
native Persian speakers but wrote their main works in Arabic.

12. For discussions of al-Jurjani’s significance in regard to his categorization of figura-
tive language, see Michiel Leezenberg, Contexts of Metaphor; and Kamal Abu Deeb, Al-
Jurjani’s Theory of Poetic Imagery. Also useful is the commentary in Adonis, An Introduc-
tion to Arab Poetics, especially chapter 2. For the text of Asrar al-Balagha, see the excerpt
in Vincente Cantarino, Arab Poetics in the Golden Age, pp. 157-76, and the complete trans-
lation in Abd al-Qahir Al-Jurjani, Kitab Asrar al-Balagha, translated by Helmutt Ritter.
For the original Arabic, see Abd al-Qabhir al-Jurjani, Asrar al-Balagha, edited by Al Imam
Al Sheikh Mohammad Abdo and Mohammad Rashid Ridah, or the version edited by
Mohammad Abdul Munem and Abdul Aziz Sharif (Beirut: Dar al Jeel, 1991).

13. Abu Deeb writes that “this fundamentally new concept of the relation of the image
to poetic creation and composition is manifested in the fundamentally different approach
to the analysis of the nature of the image adopted by al-Jurjani. Departing from the meth-
ods of the rhetoricians, he devotes his time and energy to trying to discover how an image
operates in a poetic formulation, rather than producing logical or rhetorical definitions”
(Al-Jurjani’s Theory of Poetic Imagery, p. 66).

14. Al-Jurjani, Asrar al-Balagha, pp. 116, 118. Adonis, Introduction to Arab Poetics, p. 46.

15. See Baha’ al-Din Khorramshahi, “Ta’wil”; and Maulana Syed Abu A’la Maududi,
The Meaning of the Qur'an, pp. 14-15.

16. This translation is from Rashad Khalifa, Qur'an: The Final Testament. There are,
of course, other translations which emphasize that only God knows the secret meaning of
these verses, by marking a break after “only God knows the true meaning of these verses.”
Abdullah Yusuf Ali provides a good example of an alternative translation that changes the
meaning of the passage: “He it is Who has sent down to thee the Book: In it are verses basic
or fundamental (of established meaning); they are the foundation of the Book: others are
allegorical. But those in whose hearts is perversity follow the part thereof that is allegori-
cal, seeking discord, and searching for its hidden meanings, but no one knows its hidden
meanings except Allah. And those who are firmly grounded in knowledge say: ‘We believe
in the Book; the whole of it is from our Lord: and none will grasp the Message except men
of understanding.” See Ali, The Qur'an, p. 29.

17. See Henry Corbin, History of Islamic Philosophy. Corbin quotes Ja'far Kashfi describ-
ing taa’weel as “to lead back or bring something back to its origins or archetype” (p. 93).

18. See Binyamin Abrahamov, Islamic Theology: Traditionalism and Rationalism.

19. I provide a thumb-nail sketch of these debates here and offer a bibliography
of more extensive sources following. The mutakallimun (the practitioners of kalam)
developed systematic and rational criteria for extracting religious and juridical doc-
trines from the Qur’an. They were opposed by the muhaddithun (the practitioners
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of hadith), who favored a literal interpretation of the Qur’an and held that rational
approaches to extracting meaning from dogma was borderline heretical. For the
muhaddithun, the sayings of the prophet (hadith) and the Holy Qur’an itself were the
only legitimate sources of religious doctrine. This latter group gave birth to one of the
four major schools of Islamic juridical practice, the Hanbali school, named for Ibn
Hanbal (d. 241/855). In the Abbasid Caliphate and especially under the Caliph Ma'mun
(813-833 AD), a particular school of kalam known as the Mu’tazila gained prominence.
The Mu’tazila rejected anthropomorphic interpretations of the Qur’an and held that
the holy book was not coterminal with God but rather was created. Rational in out-
look, Mu’tazila were strict adherents to the concept of tawhid (God’s unity) but also
held the belief that man has free will and can create. In time, another school of kalam
arose to counter the doctrines of the Mu’tazila and reconcile them more closely with
traditional positions held by muhaddithun and Ibn Hanbal. Named after their founder,
Abu al-Hasan al-Ash’ari (d. 936 AD), the Ash’arites supported an Islamic occasional-
ist doctrine, while the Mu’tazilites supported an Islamic metaphysics which had much
in common with Aristotelianism as well as Neoplatonism. Unlike the Mu’tazilites,
the Ash’arites granted God some positive attributes which they claimed were distinct
from his essence. They also held, in contrast to the Mu’tazilites, that because God has
created everything, man cannot create but rather only imitate, discover, or acquire
what has already been created. Though they applied rational methods, the Ash’arites
held that there are limits to human reason, beyond which man should not ask ques-
tions. For more extensive discussion, see J. V. Ess, The Flowering of Muslim Theology;
Andrew J. Lane, A Traditional Mu’tazalite Qur'an Commentary: The Kashshaf of Jar
Allah al-Zamakhshari; R. C. Martin, M. R. Woodward, and D. S. Atmaja, Defenders of
Reason in Islam: Mu’tazilism from Medieval School to Modern Symbol; Sayyed Hossein
Nasr and Oliver Leahmen, eds., History of Islamic Philosophy.

20. See Sura 39.67: aay Eishs &322 o/ “and the heavens rolled up in His right hand.”

21. There is, of course, a hermeneutic tradition in the West that also grows out of
a concern with figurative language and exegesis. This tradition extends from Aristotle
through Eric Auerbach, I. A. Richards, and T. S. Eliot and into the work of contempo-
rary postcolonial critics such as Gayatri Spivak and Homi Bhabha. Auerbach argues in
his seminal analysis of the figura that the figural approach is grounded in a fundamen-
tally Judeo-Christian understanding of not only history but also language. The image of
the Arab certainly has many attributes of Auerbach’s figura. An approach to American
figures of the Arab sensitive to Arab literary traditions, however, moves discussions of
representation beyond Judeo-Christian hermeneutics and opens up the possibility for
seeing a global network of influences at work in the production of American culture and
identity.

22. This comparison, in turn, reveals the ultimate unity of creation. Discerning this
unity through language, however, is a skill available only to the highly perceptive, and
thus al-Jurjani calls the connection created by majaaz “mulaahaZa” (i:-3), from the verb
lahaZa (1-0), “to perceive.”
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23. See Richard Fox, “East of Said”; Lisa Lowe, Critical Terrains: French and British
Orientalisms; Malini Johar Schueller, U.S. Orientalisms: Race, Nation, and Gender in Liter-
ature, 1790-1890; Timothy Marr, The Cultural Roots of American Islamicism; Scott Trafton,
Egypt Land: Race and Nineteenth Century Egyptomania; and Hilton Obenzinger, Ameri-
can Palestine: Melville, Twain, and the Holy Land Mania.

24. Timothy Marr, The Cultural Roots of American Islamicism, p. 1.

25. The first four books all deal directly with the nineteenth century, but Edwards’s
Morocco Bound covers a different time period than this study does.

26. In the devastating aftermath of 9/11, the “Barbary analogy,” as it came to be known,
was invoked repeatedly as a historical precedent for waging war against stateless actors
and the failed nation-states that give them refuge. Multiple writers, pundits, military ana-
lysts, and cultural critics posited a narrative of a historical continuum between Thomas
Jefferson’s refusal to pay tribute to Muslim pirates at the outset of the nineteenth century
and George W. Bush’s refusal to appease Islamic terrorists at the outset of the twenty-first
century. For recent histories that endorse the “Barbary analogy,” see Michael Oren, Power,
Faith, and Fantasy: America in the Middle East, 1776 to the Present; and Frank Lambert,
The Barbary Wars: American Independence in the Atlantic World. Two other works of his-
tory published in the wake of 9/11 that establish a continuum between the U.S. war on
terror and the Barbary Wars by emphasizing the Manichean binaries I wish to avoid are
Joseph Wheelan, Jefferson’s War: America’s First War on Terrot, 1801-1805; and Joshua E.
London, Victory in Tripoli: How America’s War with Barbary Established the U.S. Navy
and Shaped a Nation.

27. Berlant, Anatomy of National Fantasy, p. 5.

28. Eaton, explaining his decision to undertake the dangerous mission with Hamet,
declares, “I would rather yield my person to the danger of war in almost any shape, than
my pride to the humiliation of treating with a wretched pirate for the ransom of men who
are the rightful heirs of freedom.” From Charles Prentiss, The Life of the Late General Wil-
liam Eaton; Principally Collected from His Correspondence and Other Manuscripts, p. 267.
Ultimately, “treat with a pirate” is exactly what the U.S. government did, much to Eaton’s
dismay.

29. In a letter dated February 16, 1806, Eaton discuses this “secret proviso” that the
State Department diplomat Tobias Lear inserted into the treaty. “Mr. Lear observed, that
it would be useless at present to send for Hamet’s family; for that it was expected by the
reigning Bashaw, they were not to be claimed until Hamet should be so withdrawn and
so situated, as to remove all apprehension of his further attempting to regain his king-
dom. This I understood to be a secret engagement on the part of our commissioner of
peace.” See U.S. Congress, Senate, Committee on Application of Hamet Bashaw, Docu-
ments Respecting the Application of Hamet Caramanelli, Ex-Bashaw of Tripoli.

30. Prentiss, Life of the Late General William Eaton, p. 356.

31. For more on the importance of manhood to the consolidation of U.S. national
identity, see Dana D. Nelson’s National Manhood: Capitalist Citizenship and the Imagined
Fraternity of White Men.
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32. Prentiss, Life of the Late General William Eaton, p. 364.

33. The Umayyad Caliphate lasted from 661 to 750 AD, when it was overthrown by
the Abbasids. At the caliphate’s greatest extent, the Umayyads controlled over five million
square miles, making it one of the largest empires the world had ever seen. Named after
Umayya Ibn Abd Shams, the Umayyads were originally from Mecca but made Damascus
the capital of their caliphate. The Abbasids ruled the Islamic world from 750 to 1258 AD.
They were named after Abbas Ibn Abd al-Muttalib and made Baghdad the capital of their
caliphate. The Abbasids slowly lost power to the army it had created, the Mamelukes.

34. Unlike pre-Islamic dynasties, however, the Mameluke mulk was infused with a
respect for the Shari’a, or the code of Islamic law.

35.]. M. Cowan, ed., The Hans Wehr Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic, p. 1081.

36. “The Tripolitan War Collection, 1804-5,” Mss. Misc. Boxes T., American Antiquar-
ian Society.

37. The relevant cases deciding Syrian ethnicity are In re Najour, 174 F. 735 (N.D. Ga.
1909), In re Mudarri, 176 F. 465 (C.C.D. Mass. 1910), In re Ellis, 179 F. 1002 (D. Or. 1910), Ex
parte Shahid, 205 F. 812 (E.D. S.C. 1913), In re Dow, 213 F. 355 (E.D.S.C. 1914), Ex parte Dow,
211 F.486 (E.D.S.C. 1914), and the case referred to in the body of the introduction, Dow
v. United States, 226 F. 145 (4th Circuit 1915). The rulings in these cases show that Syrian
classification as white fluctuated until the Dow v. United States case. For more on these
individual cases as they relate to other racial prerequisite cases in U.S. legal history, see Ian
F. Haney Lopez, White by Law: The Legal Construction of Race.

38. For more on the Dow case as it relates to Arab American conceptions of self-
identity, see Alixa Naft’s Becoming American: The Early Arab Immigrant Experience, p. 257.
Dow v. United States, 226 F. 145.

39. See Frederic G. Cassidy, ed., Dictionary of American Regional English, p. 82; and
Harold Wentworth and Stuart Berg Flexner, eds., Dictionary of American Slang, p. 8.

40. For the first systematic definition and historical analysis of the arabesque pattern,
see Alois Riegl’s Problems of Style: Foundations for a History f Ornament.

41. John D. Foss, A Journal, of the Captivity and Sufferings of John Foss, Several Years a
Prisoner in Algiers, p. 92.

42. See Michel Foucault, The Order of Things. Arguing that “before the end of the 18th
Century, man did not exist,” Michel Foucault points out that the study of man and the
tabulation of his relationships to the world was a phenomenon which appeared around the
turn of the nineteenth century, a period coinciding with American captivity in Barbary
and a formative moment of American national identity politics. This process of identify-
ing man, in all his variations and connections, can plainly be witnessed in Foss’s proto-
ethnographic account of Barbary culture. “In the act of speaking, or rather . . . in the act of
naming,” Foucault asserts, “human nature—like the folding of representation back upon
itself—transforms the linear sequence of thoughts into a constant table of partially differ-
ent beings” (p. 309). Foss’s act of naming these “partially different beings” offers not simply
gradations of color, describing progressively darker peoples as he descends the social scale,
but a hierarchy of level of civilization based on physical appearance. Foss’s table is not
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only linear, though; it also takes on depth and as a “constant table” eventually extends to
include the kinds of man found in America as well as in Barbary. He begins with the group
most akin to Americans (the Turks) in color of skin but also in “robust” stature, moves
through the dark Moors, who most closely resemble “Indians,” and finally to the darkest
of the group and also the least in stature—the Arabs.

43. John Lloyd Stephens, Incidents of Travel in Egypt, Arabia Petraea, and the Holy
Land, p. 234 (emphasis mine).

44. See David Kazanjian, The Colonizing Trick: National Culture and Imperial
Citizenship in Early America. Also see Timothy Powell’s Ruthless Democracy: A Mul-
ticultural Interpretation of the American Renaissance. Powell asserts that his book will
attempt to answer a number of questions, among them, “Why has it been so difficult
for the country to acknowledge and accept its historic multicultural character? What
are the cultural origins of these destructive forces of psychological denial and nativist
violence that seem to demand and effectively enforce a monocultural sense of national
unity?” (p. 4). The captive, as necessarily disenfranchised from his culture though not
his cultural identity, approaches this question of national unity from a unique angle and
thus is forced to overcome the psychological denial of the existence of disenfranchised
groups within the framework of American democracy, if only to grant his own appeal
for justice authority. However, I am arguing not for a unified vision of what national
identity claims in the Federal era looked like but rather for the specific version of
national identity that white captives in North Africa struggled to establish, given their
unique circumstance.

45. Kazanjian, in his book The Colonizing Trick, examines the homogenizing language
of antebellum American democracy as it relates to the multicultural reality of the ante-
bellum American nation. Kazanjian elaborates the claim that American tropes of impe-
rial citizenship are indexed by articulate over inarticulate allegories that support the
racial nationalism of a particular group of citizens, Anglos, even as these allegories posit
that nationalism as universally applicable. But the language of democratic identity that
emerges from the Barbary and Near Eastern zones of contact is not the recognizable racial
nationalism of white male citizenship but rather a vernacular exploration of a national
identity far less homogeneous and far more fluid. Through the screen of the Ottoman colo-
nial milieu, the democratic imperatives of African slaves and Native Americans are provi-
sionally wed with those of white, working-class sailors.

46. With regard to understanding Poe’s arabesque aesthetic as providing a conduit
between apparent opposites, Joan Dayan’s work is key: “Standing decidedly in the realm
of the relative, Poe defies the absolute, while using its trappings first to lure his reader
(and tax himself) and then to expose its emptiness. His awareness of imperfection (our
plot is not God’s plot) results in the convertibility that I have identified as Poe’s most
original stylistic trait. ... God’s plot becomes the source of Poe’s technique. And what
most often strikes the reader as contradiction (or a one-way choice) in Poe’s stories is
his deliberate dramatization of contradiction—a ruse that leads to his disclosure of
‘convertibility’ between things that normally appear antithetical.” Joan Dayan, Fables
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of Mind: An Inquiry into Poe’s Fiction, p. 15. While Dayan focuses on Poe’s connection
to eighteenth- and nineteenth-century philosophers such as Locke, Newton, and Jona-
than Edwards, I am identifying resonances between Poe’s literary aesthetic and Arabo-
Islamic metaphysics.

47. Edgar Allan Poe, “The Philosophy of Furniture,” Burton’s Gentleman’s Magazine,
May 1840, p. 244.

48. William Carlos Williams, In the American Grain, p. 219.

49. In the ninth century, the tawreeq style that was developed under the Abbasid
dynasty in the Arabian Peninsula distinguished itself more and more clearly from its pos-
sible Hellenistic and Sassnian sources by drawing on the ornamental motive of zigzag
stripes and inner circles occasionally employed in Arabic folk art. The design achieved
its definitive form in the eleventh century under the Seljuks, Fatimids, and Moors in the
Levant and Maghreb. It reached Islamic Spain by the twelfth century, found its way to late
fifteenth-century Europe with the name Moresque, and eventually became fashionable
with Renaissance engravers and print makers. See Ernst Kuhnel, Studies in Islamic Art
and Architecture in Honor of K. R. C. Creswell; and H. A. R. Gibb et al,, eds., The Encyclope-
dia of Islam, p. 561.

50. Noble Drew Ali, The Seven Circle Koran, chap. 47, verses 2-3 (hereafter cited in the
text as Circle).

51. Ameen Rihani, The Book of Khalid, p. v (hereafter cited in the text as Khalid).

NOTES TO CHAPTER 1

1. For more on captivity as a narrative genre in American culture, see Chris Castiglia,
Bound and Determined: Captivity, Culture-Crossing, and White Womanhood from Mary
Rowlandson to Patty Hearst.

2. For more on the English tradition of Barbary captivity narratives, see Nabil Matar’s
introduction to Piracy, Slavery, and Redemption: Barbary Captivity Narratives from Early
Modern England.

3. Paul Baepler, introduction to White Slaves, African Masters: An Anthology of
American Barbary Captivity Narratives, p. 24.

4. Rajagopalan Radhakrishnan, Theory in an Uneven World, p. 82.

5. Susan Stanford Friedman, “Why Not Compare?,” p. 759.

6. Cathcart Family Papers, Box 1 (1787-1794), New York Public Library, Stephen A.
Schwartzman Building (hereafter Cathcart Mss.).

7. John Quincy Adams to James Leander Cathcart (copy), March 25, 1822, Cathcart Mss.

8. James Leander Cathcart, Tripoli: The First War with the U.S., an Inner History, p. 88.

9. This term emerges out of a conversation I had with Roger D. Abrahams in March
2007. I thank Roger for helping me formulate a concept that captures the bottom-up, often
vulgar cosmopolitanism of slave-diplomats such as Cathcart.

10. Of course slavery, dispossession, and exile can produce a “refined” language of cos-
mopolitanism as well. Prominent examples are Olaudah Equiano and Frederick Douglass.
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11. For more on Cathcart’s language and its relation to U.S. national identity politics,

e

see Martha Elena Rojas, “Insults Unpunished” Barbary Captives, American Slaves, and
the Negotiation of Liberty.”

12. James Leander Cathcart, The Captives: Eleven Years a Prisoner in Algiers, p. 87
(hereafter cited in the text).

13. Thomas Jefferson, Notes on the State of Virginia, p. 181.

14. Ibid., p. 91.

15. See Timothy Marr’s “Imagining Ishmael: Introducing American Islamicism,” in
The Cultural Roots of American Islamicism.

16. Castiglia, Bound and Determined, p. 6.

17. Judah Paddock’s 1818 account of Barbary captivity highlights the risks captives ran
by acknowledging their fluency in Arabic and knowledge of Arabo-Islamic culture. After
being taken by a band of “cruel Arabs” from the interior of Morocco subsequent to a ship-
wreck, Paddock describes a trio of white cabin boys (Laura, George, and Jack) whom he

discovers as previous captives of the Moroccans.

[Laura] understood about as much Arabic as George, but neither them as much as
Jack. He, Jack (said the two other boys to me,) always joins with the Arabs in their
prayers, and is more Arab than a Christian, and you must be guarded against him,
for he is a little treacherous lying rascal, and ever prefers the company of these dev-
ils here to ours, and has made mischief among us, and if he and ourselves have a
quarrel together, they always take Jack’s part, and that makes him the more saucy.

The two cabin boys set up a dichotomy whereby they can be trusted and Jack can-
not, based on proximity to Arab culture. In fact, Arab culture, in Paddock’s narrative,
is conflated with a religious identity that is directly opposed to Christianity. It is not just
Jack’s fluency in Arabic that makes him suspicious but also how that fluency is obtained—
through intimacy with the Arabs and their customs. In the cabin boys’ Manichean model
of cultural identity, Jack has joined the dark side of the “devils.” See Juddah Padock, A
Narrative of the Shipwreck of the Oswego, p. 107.

18. Note, July 25, 1793, Cathcart Mss.

19. Interestingly enough, Cathcart has been published in Arabic.

20. See Jacob Rama Berman, “The Barbarous Voice of Democracy: American Captiv-
ity in Barbary and the Multicultural Specter.”

21. I have in mind here Susan Buck-Morss’s theorization of universal history found
in Hegel, Haiti, and Universal History. Referring to the Haitian Revolution, Buck-Morss
talks about the reaction of French soldiers in Saint Domingue to hearing slaves sing the
French revolutionary anthem and wondering, in consequence, if they were fighting on
the wrong side. “The moral universality to which such actions appeal is in the register of
the negative—the conditions are not right when judged by the official values themselves—
rather than imposing one’s own morality on someone else,” writes Buck Morss. “Such
guilt has its source in the gap between reality and social fantasy, rather than between
reality and individual fantasy” (p. 84). Though American captivity in Barbary and the
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Haitian Revolution obviously occur in quite different contexts, to which I am attendant,
the two historical phenomena occur contemporaneously and reflect on each other, as well
as inflect each other, tangentially in fascinating ways. It is, I would argue, the experience of
captivity in Africa that forces many white sailors (and their readers) to hear the claims of
black slaves back in the United States with increased attention and sympathy and in turn
to question the outcome of the Revolutionary War with renewed skepticism. The result is
a similar recognition of the gap between reality and social fantasy that Buck-Morss argues
can be productive of a sense of moral universality that outstrips its particularistic cultural
and individual framework.

22. For a discussion of the American public sphere in relation to Barbary captivity
during the Federal era, see Hester Blum, The View from the Masthead: Maritime Imagina-
tion and Antebellum American Sea Narratives, pp. 62-66.

23. Quoted in Baepler, introduction to White Slaves, African Masters, p. 19.

24. William Lloyd Garrison, preface to Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, by
Frederick Douglass, p. 7.

25. Charles Hansford Adams, “Introductory Details Respecting Robert Adams,” p. 15.

26. Hugo Schuchardt, Pidgin and Creole Languages: Selected Essays by Hugo Schucha-
rdt. See also Wai Chee Dimock’s discussion of Schuchardt in “African, Caribbean, Ameri-
can: Black English as Creole Tongue.”

27. For Enlightenment notions of patriotism, see Harvey Chisick, Historical Diction-
ary of the Enlightenment.

28. Walter Pritchard, Fred B. Kniffin, and Clair A. Brown, eds., Southern Louisiana
and Southern Alabama in 1819: The Journal of James Leander Cathcart, reprinted in Louisi-
ana Historical Quarterly 28, no. 3 (1945): p. 110 (hereafter cited in the text as 1819).

29. Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “patriot.”

30. The story about Muhammad is retold by Sir Francis Bacon in his 1625 Essays, p. 45.
It appears there in slightly different form: “Mahomet cald the Hill to come to him. And
when the Hill stood still, he was neuer a whit abashed, but said; If the Hill will not come to
Mahomet, Mahomet will go to the hill.”

31. Uncle Sam is connected to Samuel Wilson, a meatpacker from Troy, New York,
who supplied barrels of meat for the U.S. troops during the War of 1812. He stamped the
meat “U.S.,” and soldiers started calling it “Uncle Sam’s.” The name became official on
September 7, 1813.

32. Al-Jabbarti wrote three versions of these events. The first, Tarikh muddat al-
Faransi bi Misr, is the text I am working from and covers al-Jabbarti’s highly impressionis-
tic account of the first six months of the French occupation. The most famous of the three,
Aja’ib al-athar fil-tarajim wal-Akhbar, covers Egyptian history from 1688 to 1821 and pres-
ents the French occupation in a dispassionate tone.

33. For a detailed account of this ambivalent relationship, see Hourani, Arabic Thought
in the Liberal Age.

34. A watershed event in the history of both European Orientalism and Egyptian
nationalism, the French occupation of Egypt had a direct influence on the rise to power
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of the great Egyptian modernizer Muhammad Ali. Furthermore, the events which fol-
lowed this occupation were a determining factor in the intellectual development of the
man who first theorized modern Egyptian national identity, Rifa’a al-Tahtawi (1801-1873).
Al-Tahtawi’s contact with French Orientalists and French Egyptologists in the generation
after Napoleon’s exit from Egypt shaped his conception of Egyptian patriotism. As Albert
Hourani puts it, al-Tahtawi’s introduction to Egyptology filled his mind with “the idea
of ancient Egypt. .. and was to contribute an important element to his thought” (Arabic
Thought in the Liberal Age, p. 70).

35. Abd al-Rahman al-Jabbarti, Tarikh muddat al-Faransi bi Misr, p. 24 (hereafter
cited in the text as Chronicle). See the French text of this proclamation in Piéces diverses et
correspondance relatives aux opérations de 'armée d’Orient en Egypte (Paris: Messidor an
ix, 1801), pp. 152-54.

36. Adonis, An Introduction to Arab Poetics, p. 22 (hereafter cited in the text as Arab
Poetics).

37. For more on the development of the Greek notion of polis, see Harry Redner, Ethi-
cal Life: The Past and Present of Ethical Cultures.

38. Royall Tyler, The Algerine Captive, pp. 128-29.

39. Tyler’s narrative exploits the fact that Christian slaves in Barbary could convert to
Islam and shed their slave status. No such option was available to Africans in American
slavery—a point driven home by a bathing scene in Frederick Douglass’s Narrative when
a young Douglass attempts to wash the skin off his body in the hopes that his transition
from the plantation to the city will mean a transition in status. See Berman, “The Barba-
rous Voice of Democracy.”

40. Eliza Bradley, An Authentic Narrative of the Shipwreck and Suffering of Mrs. Eliza
Bradley, the wife of Capt. James Bradley of Liverpool, p. 255 (emphasis mine).

41. Allan D. Austin, African Muslims in Antebellum America: Transatlantic Stories
and Spiritual Struggles, p. 11.

42. Sylviane A. Diouf, Servants of Allah: African Muslims Enslaved in the Americas, p.
100.

43. Ibid., p. 98; Austin, African Muslims in Antebellum America, pp. 473-74.

44. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Postcoloniality and Value.” For a discussion of the
catachrestic space and Spivak’s formulation of it, see Homi Bhabha’s The Location of Cul-
ture, pp. 171-97.

45. John Michael, “Beyond Us and Them: Identity and Terror from an Arab Ameri-
can’s Perspective.” “As figments of the Western imagination, the Arab’s romantic identity
has been and continues to be terribly useful for the maintenance of power” (p. 704).

46. Slavoj Zizek, The Sublime Object of Ideology, p. 109; discussed in Bhabha, The Loca-
tion of Culture, pp. 184-8s.

47.Tam speaking here of President Obama’s decision to have the United States partici-
pate in the military ouster of Muwammar Qaddafi, albeit largely through the auspices of the
United Nations. I find it, at the very least, curious that Libya and not, at the point of this



Notes 227

writing, Yemen, Bahrain, Tunisia, Egypt, or Syria was chosen as an appropriate venue for
the exercise of American military intervention in the name of humanitarian causes.

NOTES TO CHAPTER 2

1. Victor Wolfgang Von Hagen writes in his introduction to Incidents of Travel in
Egypt, Arabia Petraea, and the Holy Land, “Within two years Arabia Petraea had sold
21,000 copies—this at a time when America’s population was scarcely 20,000,000, of
which only a fraction was literate as far as book reading was concerned” (p. xl). Harper
and Brothers’ sales records indicate that Arabia Petraea was in print up to 1882.

2. Edgar Allan Poe, “Review of Stephens’ ‘Arabia Petraea,” in Complete Tales and
Poems, p. 563. The review originally appeared in the New York Review, October 1837.

3. For a discussion of this passage, see Obenzinger, American Palestine, pp. 63-64.

4. John Lloyd Stephens, Incidents of Travel in Egypt, Arabia Petraea, and the Holy
Land, p. 153 (hereafter cited in the text as Incidents).

5. The Boston Daily Advertiser is a particularly prominent example of the role news-
papers played in advocating railways. It was owned by Nathan Hale, known as “The Father
of the American Railroad.”

6. See Richard Slotkin, Regeneration through Violence: The Myth of the American
Frontier, 1600-1860.

7. Ibn Khaldun, Muqaddimah: An Introduction to History, p. 118 (hereafter cited in
the text).

8. In Bruce Lawrence’s words, “civilization [in Khaldun’s theory] is everywhere
marked by the fundamental difference between urban and primitive, producing a tension
that is also an interplay between nomad and merchant, desert and city, orality and lit-
eracy.” Bruce B. Lawrence, introduction to Mugaddimah, p. x.

9. For more on this subject, see Hourani, Arabic Thought in the Liberal Age, chapter 4.

10. Michael Rogin’s Fathers and Children: Andrew Jackson and the Subjugation of the
American Indian is still the best work on this subject in my opinion.

11. Mutability, not only of character but also of racial designation, over the course of
generations is a consistent theme in Khaldun’s Mugaddimah. To wit, in discussing race,
Khaldun asserts, “Negroes from the south who settle in the temperate fourth zone or in
seventh zone that tends toward whiteness, are found to produce descendants whose colour
gradually turns white in the course of time” (p. 60). Khaldun, though he does generate
some disturbingly racist opinions in the Mugaddimah, nevertheless attacks one of the
basic tenets of nineteenth-century American racism—the idea that people with black-
color skin were the descendants of Ham and thus cursed. “To generalize and say that the
inhabitants of a specific geographical location in the south or in the north are the descen-
dants of such-and-such a well-known person because they have a common colour, trait, or
physical mark which their forefather had, is one of those errors caused by disregard, both
of the true nature of created beings and of geographical facts” (pp. 61-62).
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12. See Marshall G. S. Hodgson, The Venture of Islam; and Marshall G. S. Hodgson,
“Hemispheric Inter-regional History as an Approach to World History,” p. 717.

13. As Muhsin Mahdi explains, “It must be emphasized that Ibn Khaldun is devis-
ing and using technical terms to describe relationships among types of social phenom-
ena which had been abstracted from the concrete data of history and made the objects of
theoretical science.” Muhsin Mahdi, Ibn Khaldun’s Philosophy of History: A Study in the
Philosophic Foundation of the Science of Culture, p. 194n. 7.

14. See Walter J. Fischel, Ibn Khaldun and Tamerlane.

15. Bhabha, The Location of Culture, p. 66.

16. Ibid., p. 67.

17. The model for my interpretation of figura comes from Erich Auerbach’s seminal
work on the subject in “The Figura” (translated by Ralph Manheim), in Scenes from the
Drama of European Literature.

18.Ibid, p. 12.

19. Fascinating work has been done on the Argentine reformer contemporary with
Stephens, Domingo Faustino Sarmiento, and his use of Orientalism as well as the figure
of the Bedouin to establish Argentine national identity. Sarmiento describes Argentine
gauchos as American Bedouins. See D. F. Sarmiento, Life in the Argentine Republic in the
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Civantos, Between Argentines and Arabs: Argentine Orientalism, Arab Immigrants, and
the Writing of Identity. The Iraqi traveler to South America Ilyas bin al-Qissas Hanna al-
Mawsuli also compares Peruvian Indians to Arab Bedouins in his seventeenth-century
account. See Ilyas Hanna al-Mawsuli, Kitab Siryahat al-Khoury Ilyas bin al-Qissees
Hanna al Mawsuli.

20. John Lewis Burckhardt, Notes on the Bedouins and Wahabys, Collected during His
Travels in the East, vol. 1, p. 32 (hereafter cited in the text as Notes).

21. For more on Twain’s approach to the Holy Land in Innocents Abroad, see Obenz-
inger’s American Palestine.

22. For an erudite analysis of the phenomenon of using the Near Eastern milieu to
project narratives about American values across a global field in a slightly different con-
text, see Timothy Marr’s “Muslims, Millennialism, and Missionaries,” in The Cultural
Roots of American Islamicism.

23. Pratt, Imperial Eyes.

24. Sarah Rogers Haight, Letters from the Old World, vol. 2, p. 30 (hereafter cited in the
text as Letters).

25. Arnold Krupat, The Voice in the Margin: Native American Literature and the
Canon, pp. 149-50.

26. George Catlin, North American Indians, p. 2.

27. From the beginning, Catlin hoped ultimately to sell his “Indian Gallery” paintings
to the U.S. government. His depictions of “primitive looks and customs” attempted to cap-
italize on the narrative of permanent destruction that he helped create both visually and
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verbally. In a sense, Catlin manufactured exactly the “scarce” cultural capital he hoped to
cash in on by producing stereotyped Indians for public consumption.

28. Mordecai Manuel Noah, Discourse on the Evidences of the American Indians Being
the Descendants of the Lost Tribes of Israel, Delivered before the Mercantile Library Associa-
tion, p. 28 (hereafter cited in text as Evidences).

29. John Winthrop, “A Modell of Christian Charity,” p. 180.

30. The debate about Winthrop’s intentions by using the term “city upon a hill”—
whether it was invoked to create a sense of America as a potential world-redeeming bea-
con or invoked more anxiously as a caution against setting a bad example—goes back to
Sacvan Bercovitch’s engagement with Perry Miller’s “errand in the wilderness” thesis that
the “American character” was shaped by “the fact of the frontier.” Bercovitch argues that
we need not discount the validity of the frontier thesis to recognize that it does not explain
the persistence of the Puritan jeremiad as a form of American literary expression. I am not
so much concerned with Winthrop’s intentions here as with a mode of viewing American
space that connects Puritan colonial rhetoric and Jacksonian expansionist rhetoric through
figures, figurations, and co-options of the Near East, as well as Near Eastern geographical
names. See Bercovitch, The American Jeremiad; and Miller, Errand into the Wilderness.

31. Obenzinger, American Palestine, p. 5.

32. Ibn Battutah, The Travels of Ibn Battutah, p. 43.

33. Muhammad Ali himself was of Albanian heritage, not Turkish heritage. Neverthe-
less, he is consistently marked as a “Turk” by American travel writers. See note 35.

34. See Marr, “Islamicism and Counterdespotism in Early National Cultural Expres-
sion” in The Cultural Roots of American Islamicism.

35. Muhammad Ali, appointed viceroy of Egypt in 1805 following a power vacuum
caused by the exit of the French and the fall of the Mamelukes, was born in what is present-
day Greece (Kavala). Stephens and other Euro-American travelers refer to Ali as Turkish
to indicate his association with the Ottoman Empire, but this designation also reflects the
fact that in the Ottoman Empire the most important identity feature was one’s religious
affiliation. See Khaled Fahmy, “The Era of Muhammad ‘Ali Pasha, 1805-1848.”

36. Timothy Marr discusses the idealized imperialism modeled in American repre-
sentations of the despotic Islamic Orient in his chapter “Islamicism and Counterdespo-
tism,” in The Cultural Roots of American Islamicism.

37. For an analysis of “sauntering” as it relates to the Holy Land travel narrative, via
Henry David Thoreau’s essay “Walking,” see Brian Yothers, Romance of the Holy Land in
American Travel Writing, 1790-1876, p. 6.

38. For the marking of West African Muslims as Arabs/Moors, see Berman, “The Bar-
barous Voice of Democracy.” See also Diouf, Servants of Allah; and Austin, African Mus-
lims in Antebellum America.

39. David F. Dorr, A Colored Man round the World, p. 11 (hereafter cited in the text as
CM).

40. See Alex Lubin’s fascinating work on this subject in his essay “The Black Middle
East,” in Evelyn Alsultaney and Ella Shohat’s The Cultural Politics of the Middle East in the
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Americas (forthcoming from University of Michigan Press). My discussion of Dorr has
benefited a great deal from Lubin’s work.

41. Trafton, Egypt Land, p. 16.

42. Randal W. MacGavock, A Tennessean Abroad, or Letters from Europe, Africa and
Asia, p. 216.

43. Ibid., p. 217.

44. Martin Delany espoused a similar geography of freedom in describing the slave’s
passage through American space in his 1859 proto-black-nationalist novel of slave insur-
rection, Blake; or, The Huts of America. Henry, the novel’s revolutionary-minded hero,
explains to a group of runaway slaves the importance of an alternative geographical con-
sciousness to their prospects of freedom. It is a geographical consciousness that contrasts
natural markers with the unnatural manufacture of lines that divide the world into free
and slave states. “When the North star cannot be seen you must depend alone upon nature
as your guide,” Henry insists. “Feel, in the dark, around the trunks or bodies of trees,
especially oak, and whenever you feel moss on the bark, that side on which the moss grows
is always to the north” (p. 153). Henry’s alternative means of mapping American space
through a geography of freedom resonates with Dorr’s extranational mapping of Ameri-
can freedom through use of the Jordan.

45. Phillis Wheatley, “To Rev. Samson Occam, New London, Connecticut,” p. 823.

46. Michael Gomez, Black Crescent: The Experience and Legacy of African Muslims in
the Americas, p. 218.

47. Blake first appeared in serial form in 1859 issues of the Weekly Anglo-African.

48. Delany, Blake, p. 83 (hereafter cited in the text).

49. Martin R. Delany, The Condition, Elevation, Emigration and Destiny of the Colored
People of the United States, p. 12.

50. Paul Gilroy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness, p. 23. Gil-
roy’s first chapter contains an informative discussion of Delany’s “Zionism.”

51. For an analysis of Egypt’s role in nineteenth-century American racial politics, see
Trafton, Egypt Land.

52. Nathaniel Hawthorne, The Blithedale Romance, p. 180.

53. Though Petra was never actually lost from historical memory, its rediscovery is
attributed to the Swiss adventurer-traveler John Lewis Burckhardt, who, disguised as a
Muslim, convinced some Bedouins from a nearby village to guide him into Petra’s envi-
rons in 1812. The story goes that Burckhardt only got a glimpse of Petra before his guides
became suspicious, and he made a hasty exit after sacrificing a goat at the temple of Aaron
(Haroun). Petra can more accurately be said to have been misplaced than lost by Islamic
geographers in the interim between the fourth century and the nineteenth century. To
wit, it appears on the famous Peutinger Table, a twelfth-century copy of a map of Roman
period trade and population centers. For more on Petra, its myths, and its modern excava-
tion, see Phillip C. Hammond, “Petra—Myth and Reality.”

54. All of this Western “discovery” discourse ignored the fact that the site had existed
uninterrupted in Bedouin historical consciousness, if not in Western historiography.
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Usama ibn Munqidh’s twelfth-century biography mentions a “cave of the seven sleepers”
in the desert near Amman which can only be approached through a “narrow cleft.” See
Usama Ibn Mungqidh, The Book of Contemplation, p. 23. The cave, or khawf, is mentioned
in the Qur’an (18:9-26) but is not specifically located. Mungqidh adds an interesting anec-
dote about how “no son of adultery” can pass through the cleft. Phillip Hitti creditably
suggests in his translation of the Islamic courtier’s text that Mungqidh is referring to Petra.
See Philip K. Hitti, An Arab-Syrian Gentleman and Warrior in the Period of the Crusades:
Memoirs of Usama ibn Mungqidh, p. 39.

55. Herman Melville, “Bartleby the Scrivener,” p. 23 (emphasis mine).

56. For more on the plight of the clerk in nineteenth-century America in general and
Bartleby in particular, see Thomas Augst, The Clerk’s Tale: Young Men and Moral Life in
Nineteenth-Century America.

57. See Donald Ringe, The Pictorial Mode: Space and Time in the Art of Irving, Bryant,
and Cooper.

58. Herman Melville, Redburn; His First Voyage, p. 4 (emphasis mine).

59.Ibid., p. 4.

60. David Roberts (1796-1864), a Scottish topographical painter and illustrator, vis-
ited the site for five and a half days in March 1839. Ten years later, in 1849, he published
twenty tinted lithograph views of Petra and its environs. See Katharine Sim, David Roberts
R.A. 1796-1864: A Biography, pp. 63-181. The London-born Edward Lear, also a painter-
illustrator, visited for one day in April 1858. He did not publish his narrative of the jour-
ney until 1897, but he did exhibit an easel painting entitled Petra at the Royal Academy in
London in 1872. See Vivian Nokes, Edward Lear, 18121888, pp. 110-11. Gerald Carr specu-
lates that Church may have been aware of Lear’s painting because Church owned a copy of
Lear’s Journals of a Landscape Painter in Albania, Illyria, &c. (London: Richard Bentley,
1852), given to him by John McClure. See Gerald Carr, Frederic Edwin Church: Catalogue
Raisonne of Works of Art at Olana State Historic Site, p. 387.

61. Carr, Frederic Edwin Church, p. 389.

62. I am indebted to Angela Miller for this reference. She writes, “The earliest cited
example of the term ‘imperial’ given by the Oxford English Dictionary is from the Octo-
ber 1858 Westminister Review. Despite the general shift in meaning, it continued to serve
as a term of opprobrium, particularly among Whig writers. In “The President and His
Administration,” American Review, n.s., 1 (May 1848): p. 439, the term is used to criticize
the behavior of the Democratic administration in the Mexican-American War.” Angela
Miller, The Empire of the Eye: Landscape Representation and American Cultural Politics,
1825-1875, p. 39.

63. Carr, Frederic Edwin Church, p. 391.

64. The quotation is from M. Leon Laborde and L. M. A. Linant, Journey through Ara-
bia Petraea, to Mount Sinai, and the Excavated City of Petra, the Edom of Prophecies, p. 175.

65. Carr opines about the association of Cole’s Desolation and Church’s El Khasne’,
“Church’s use of the word desolation conjures a comparison between Cat. No. 469 (EI
Khasne) and Thomas Cole’s painting Desolation from The Course of Empire. The analogy
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is tempting because in 1885 Church singled out the picture as his master’s best and most
moving work, and in 1888 he acquired a canvas by Cole of a related subject, View of a
Protestant Cemetery at Rome” (Frederic Edwin Church, p. 323). The quotation about Cole’s
Desolation comes from Church’s letter to John D. Champlin, Hudson, September 11, 1885,
excerpted in Carr, Frederic Edwin Church.

66. Carr writes,

[Church] may well have conceived El Khasne Petra for himself and his family. He
certainly retained it as a gift for his wife, as a striking memento of his expedition in
the Near East in general, and an enhancement of the Near Eastern accent at Olana.
He installed it above the fireplace on the north wall of the Sitting Room of Olana
by the end of 1875. That he associated the room, the painting, and Mrs. Church
is evident from his preliminary drawing for the fireplace of the Sitting Room, in
which George A. Baker, Jr’s portrait of Isabel Church appears over the gable of the
fireplace. That association also reinforces the argument for a fundamentally opti-
mistic interpretation of the painting. By 1880, the couple named their home Olana,
after an ancient “fortress” and “treasure storehouse” in northern Persia, mentioned
in Strabo’s Geography. In that context, “El Khasne” became a synonym for Olana.
(Frederic Edwin Church, p. 395)

67. Battutah, The Travels of Ibn Battutah, p. 25.
68. For an extended discussion of Bedouin tracking methods, see Wilfred Thessiger,
Arabian Sands.
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9. Kilito, Thou Shalt Not Speak My Language, p. 9 (hereafter cited in the text as ML).
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10. See G. R. Thompson’s 1989 essay “Romantic Arabesque, Contemporary Theory,
and Postmodernism: The Example of Poe’s Narrative.” Positing the arabesque as a “literary
form or genre involving elaborately framed designs and ironic strategies that disturb illu-
sion and narrative convention” (p. 219), Thompson argues that the design pattern provides
a cipher for understanding Poe’s version of romance. Thompson’s understanding of the
arabesque’s formal qualities is grounded in German Romanticism and Friedrich Schlegel’s
theory of romantic irony. For Schlegel, the romantic arabesque laid bare the illusion of lit-
erature as such and promoted the formal ambiguity, ambivalence, and self-consciousness
he admired, but it had little or no association with actual Arabians. For Thompson, the
arabesque is a symbol through which to demonstrate a theory of influence almost entirely
oriented to the West. When Thompson does acknowledge Arabic sources for Poe’s own
use of the arabesque, he refers to “the Rubaiyat of the Persian Omar Khayyam” (p. 201),
the design patterns found in “Persian carpets,” and the story cycle known as the Arabian
Nights. The first two Persian sources are not actually Arab or the products of an Arabic-
language culture but rather represent the conflation of one Islamic culture, Persian, into
another, Arab. The final source, the Arabian Nights, is, arguably, as much an invention of
Western imagination as it is of Arab culture. In reality, the Nights were translated into
Arabic from ancient Persian (and perhaps had earlier sources in ancient Indian literature)
and were not the product of popular Arab literature but rather a work that, in Dwight
Reynolds’s words, had existed in “its own cultural context in nearly complete obscurity.”
Dwight F. Reynolds, “The 1001 Nights: A History of the Text and Its Reception,” pp. 270-
91. As Reynolds points out, “only nine of the twenty-one stories in Galland’s Nights are
drawn from Arabic manuscripts of Alf Layla wa-Layla. Galland, however, never informed
his readers that later volumes of his Mill et une nuit . . . were not drawn from Arabic man-
uscripts; in fact, he deliberately misled his audience by indirectly referring to the manu-
scripts in the introductions to the final volumes” (p. 279).

11. Hourani, Arabic Thought in the Liberal Age.

12. Al-Azhar, located in Cairo, is the most renowned center for Islamic studies in the
world.

13. For more on al-Tahtawi and his significance, see Daniel L. Newman’s introduction
to An Imam in Paris: Account of a Stay in France by an Egyptian Cleric (1826-1831).

14. Daniel L. Newman, “Myths and Realities in Muslim Alterist Discourse: Arab Trav-
elers in Europe in the Age of the Nahda (19th C.),” p. 15.

15. For waTin, see Rifa’a Rafi’ al-Tahtawi, An Imam in Paris: Account of a Stay in
France by an Egyptian Cleric (1826-1831), p. 145 (hereafter cited in the text as Takhlis). For
hurriyya, see ibid., p. 196. Al-Tahtawi uses the word hurriyya in relation to personal free-
dom, in distinction from its traditional use in opposition to the word for enslaved.

16. Beyond providing access to European texts, al-Tahtawi’s translation school also had
another function: it Arabized Ottoman Egyptian thought by both replacing Ottoman trans-
lators (who were largely Turkic, Greek, or Armenian peoples) with Arabic-speaking Egyp-
tians and changing the preferred language of translation from Ottoman Turkish to Arabic.
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17. It would be almost impossible to overstate al-Tahtawi’s significance to Arab reform-
ism. A respected al-Azhar imam and a favorite of the Pasha Mohammad Ali, al-Tahtawi had
immense influence in nineteenth-century Egypt and, especially, on Egyptian education. He
literally rewrote the standard educational material for Egyptian primary schools, modeling
his texts on French educational material. There is an excellent translation of al-Tahtawi’s
account of his stay in France (Takhlis al-Ibriz fi Talkhis Bariz aw al-Diwan al-Nafis bi-wan
Baris), complete with an illuminating introduction, cited in note 14.

18. For more on this concept of constructing beginnings as opposed to finding ori-
gins, see Edward Said, Beginnings: Intention and Method.

19. Abu Nuwas, “Jinan,” p. 206.

20. For more on the pre-Islamic ode, see Michael Sells’s introduction to Desert Trac-
ings: Six Classic Arabian Odes.

21. The traditional pre-Islamic Bedouin long poem, known as a tawil, is broken into
three parts: an erotic ingress known as a nasib, a journey section, and the section where
the poet delivers his final message.

22. Edgar Allan Poe, “Ligeia,” in Complete Tales and Poems of Edgar Allan Poe, p. 657
(hereafter cited in the text as CT).

23. The name Rowena evokes Sir Walter Scott, but Poe, I would argue, uses the name
to differentiate his conception of romance from the way Scott and other writers of his ilk
understood the term. Poe, in other words, was consciously revising the romantic medieval-
ism of Scott and his American counterpart Washington Irving, who like Poe, described his
tales as arabesque. Poe’s engagement with the term arabesque marks a shift in the meaning
of the word romance in American literature. The emergence of a distinct sphere of “liter-
ary” narrative in American culture during the middle decades of the nineteenth century
followed a transatlantic trend that had brought similar theorizations of the role of literature
and the professional writer to England and Germany several decades earlier. In America,
Poe, as both professional critic and professional writer, was at the vanguard of this move-
ment, theorizing literature as a domain not guided by political, national, or generic concerns
but rather by “the purest rules of Art” (quoted in Jonathan Arac, The Emergence of American
Literary Narrative, 1820-1860, p. 66). Words such as “originality,” “genius,” and “imagina-
tion” defined his “elsewhere” of the purely “literary” sphere, as they had in England and Ger-
many. The catchwords Poe preached were found in seminal nineteenth-century romantic
texts such as Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s Biographia Literaria (which Poe had enthusiastically
reviewed). But they were also key elements of German romanticism’s theorization of aes-
thetic modernity. “These Romantic premises,” Jonathan Arac points out, “held that the tra-
ditional generic categories and divisions between high and low, serious and comic modes,
no longer pertained and through a mixture of these levels or tones, the strongest, and most
appropriately modern, effect could be achieved” (ibid., p. 69).

24. Edgar Allan Poe, “Review of Hawthorne—Twice-Told Tales,” Graham’s Magazine,
May 1842, p. 299.

25. In the critical treatise “The Philosophy of Furniture,” the arabesque pattern indexes
the self-reflection the essay attempts to cultivate, mirroring the decorator’s cultural
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sophistication back to him through the vehicle of design. In Poe’s tales, however, the narra-
tive result of self-reflective encounters with one’s own “arabesque” taste is invariably death
for the individual and an Usher-esque collapse of the domestic sphere. The materiality of the
medium of self-reflection remains invisible in these moments of confrontation with subjec-
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26. For more on the tale “Ligeia” as it relates to the occult, see Dorothea von Miicke,
The Seduction of the Occult and the Rise of the Fantastic Tale. Von Miicke posits that
the arabesque, in this story, illustrates the imaginary materiality of the signifier: “the
arabesque—situated at the threshold between the linearity of the two-dimensional com-
position of an image and the three-dimensional perspectival illusion of space—has been
used to illustrate the imaginary materiality of the signifier” (p. 189). Von Miicke analyzes
the three-dimensional vivification of the arabesque in “Ligeia” as a form of cultural anxi-
ety. She claims that Poe was expressing his age’s anxiety over print culture and the trans-
formation of three-dimensional printing presses.

27. Poe, “The Philosophy of Furniture,” pp. 243-44.

28. For more on Poe and race, see Toni Morrison, Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and
the Literary Imagination; and J. Gerald Kennedy and Liliane Weissberg, eds., Romancing
the Shadow: Poe and Race.

29. Walter Benjamin’s analysis of the baroque German Trauerspiel is particularly help-
ful to understanding the dynamics of transference that takes place in Poe’s own baroque
short story. “Mourning is a state of mind in which feeling revives the empty world in the
form of a mask,” explains Benjamin, “and derives an enigmatic satisfaction in contemplat-
ing it.” Benjamin, The Origin of German Tragic Drama, p. 138. In “Ligeia,” the Lady Rowena
is masked with the features of the mourned Ligeia.

30. Majnun Layla (Qays ibn al-Mulawahh) was a literal contemporary of the prophet
Muhammad and the mythic originator of the love lyric in Arabic poetry, what came to be
known as a ghazel. For more details on this story and its intercultural reinterpretations,
see Maria Rosa Menocal, Shards of Love: Exile and the Origins of the Lyric.

31. Michael A. Sells, introduction to Stations of Desire: Love Elegies from Ibn Arabi and
New Poems. p. 37.

32. R. W. J. Austin, “Introductory Note to Chapter II,” in Bezels of Wisdom, by Ibn
Arabi, p. 61.

33. Ibid.

34. See the somewhat outdated but still useful Duncan Black Macdonald, The Develop-
ment of Muslim Theology, Jurisprudence and Constitutional Theory, pp. 215-42.

35. Mohammad al-Ghazali, Al-Mungqidh min al-Dalal (hereafter cited in the text as Mung-
idh), p. 79. Al-Ghazali’s invocation of the heuristic capacity of fear and especially of fear of the
fire might be productively compared and contrasted to a strain of Puritan theology in Ameri-
can religious history, perhaps best represented by Jonathan Edwards’s sermon “Sinners in the
Hands of an Angry God.” In this respect, see Miller, Errand into the Wilderness.
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36. Mohammad al-Ghazali, Ihya ‘Ulum al-Din, p. 36.

37. Al-Ghazali’s approach to asceticism and the way in which it distinguishes the
pleasures of this life from those of the hereafter is echoed by generations of Muslim writ-
ers. However, mid-nineteenth-century contact with European culture placed these Islamic
meditations on materialism in the context of nahda debates about modernization and
tradition. The nineteenth-century Moroccan envoy to France, Mohammad as-Saffar, pro-
vides a good example. After breathlessly narrating the wonders to be found in the French
Jardin des Plantes, Bibliothéque National, and Royal Palace, as-Saffar assuages his Arabic
readers’ potential sense of inferiority by contrasting a vocabulary of materialism with a
vocabulary of spiritualism. As-Saffar reminds his readers, “To some He gave a good life
in this world, and for others He reserved the pleasures of the hereafter.” Driving home the
point, as-Saffar quotes the Quran: “Do not gaze longingly at what We have given some of
them to enjoy, the finery of this present life: We test them through this (20:131).” See Kilito,
Thou Shalt Not Speak My Language, p. 65.

38. Dayan, Fables of Mind, p. 18s.

39. In the preface to Alhambra, Irving, as Poe had done in the preface to Tales of the
Grotesque and Arabesque, describes his tales as “arabesque” (preface to The Alhambra: A
Series of Tales and Sketches, p. 4), but the difference in their uses of the term is instructive.
Irving emphasized verisimilitude in his “arabesque” sketches of Spain. Poe’s “arabesque”
tales sought not to depict real life on the page but rather to have the page come alive for the
reader. For Irving, the arabesque is denotative; for Poe, it is connotative. Poe uses the term
arabesque to indicate a psychological terror that does not rely on cultural difference for
effect but rather embodies the self-sustaining power of affect. The narrator of “The Fall of
the House of Usher” comments on Usher’s appearance, “I could not, even with effort, con-
nect its Arabesque expression with any idea of simple humanity.” Edgar Allan Poe, “The
Fall of the House of Usher,” p. 234. The inimitable Usher, who models the fusion of reading
with direct experience, stands as an “Arabesque expression.” Here the term “expression”
plays on the relationship between the physical body and the power of words. The “Ara-
besque” Usher conflates the difference between the two. The confrontation with the occult
Usher is a confrontation with the abstracted terror of the sublime, not with the locatable
“other” of contact narratives steeped in romantic medievalism. Usher is both medium and
message.

40. Lois Ibn Farugi, “Muwashshah: A Vocal Form in Islamic Culture.”

41. Ernst Kuhnel, Arabesque: Meaning and Transformation of an Ornament, p. 8.

42. Ibn Arabi, The Bezels of Wisdom, p. 88 (hereafter cited in text as Bezels).

43. The intricacies of the doctrines of tanzih and tashbih are far too complex for dis-
cussion here, but this brief sketch allows us to grasp the sense of Arabi’s poem and should
suffice for the analysis which follows. For a more detailed discussion of these terms, espe-
cially in relation to Ibn Arabi, see Sachiko Murata and William C. Chittick, The Vision of
Islam.

44. See William C. Chittick, The Self-Disclosures of God: Ibn Arabi’s Cosmology; and
William C. Chittick, Imaginal Worlds: Ibn al-Arabi and the Problem of Religious Diversity.
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45. Though Ibn Arabi never used the phrase himself, the idea is implicit throughout
his work. It was Ibn Tammiya who associated Ibn Arabi with the concept of wahdat al
wojud and attacked him for it.

46. Riegl, Historical Grammar of the Visual Arts, p. 30.

47. Asad, Formations of the Secular, pp. 13-14.

48. For the presence of Oriental tales in leading mid-nineteenth-century American
magazines, such as the Democratic Review and the Knickerbocker, see Dorothee Metlitzky
Finkelstein, Melville’s Orienada.

49. M. H. Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp: Romantic Theory and the Critical
Condition.

50. See Walt Whitman, Specimen Days and Collect, p. 157. “That figure of my lurid
dream might stand for Edgar Poe, his spirit, his fortunes, and his poems—all lurid
dreams.”

51. M. H. Abrams, Natural Supernaturalism: Tradition and Revolution in Romantic
Literature.

52. Austin, “Introductory Note to Chapter I,” in Bezels, p. 48.

53. For more on Emerson and the political ramifications of his transparent vision, see
Christopher Newfield, The Emerson Effect: Individualism and Submission in America; as
well as Jay Grossman, Reconstituting the American Renaissance: Emerson, Whitman, and
the Politics of Representation, particularly chapter 3.

54. T am referring to a concept coined by Wai Chee Dimock in her book Through Other
Continents: American Literature across Deep Time and in particular her discussion of
Hafiz and Emerson to be found in chapter 2, “World Religions: Emerson, Hafiz, Chris-
tianity, Islam.” While I find Dimock’s argument to be compelling and rendered with elo-
quence, I also feel as though there is an aspect of transnational exchange that reveals these
cross-cultural influences to be more jagged, jarring, and at times, frankly, violent. This is
especially so in Americans’ (by which I mean both North and South Americans) use of the
image of the Arab to structure nationalist sentiments that more often than not relied on
models of exclusion.

NOTES TO CHAPTER 4

1. Claude McKay, A Long Way from Home, p. 338 (hereafter cited in the text).

2. Claude McKay, “Morocco,” in Complete Poems, p. 234, 1. 18. For a complete his-
tory of the publication of “Farewell to Morocco” and a copy of several different versions of
the poem, see Claude McKay, Complete Poems, edited by William J. Maxwell, pp. 362-64.
Maxwell comments that in A Long Way from Home, “McKay introduces the poem with a
dose of appreciative Orientalism” (p. 364).

3. This document has been the source of much discussion and some controversy but
can justifiably be called an ur-text of American Islamic literature. See Muhammad al-
Ahari, Five Classic Muslim Slave Narratives; Ronald A. T. Judy, (Dis)Forming the Ameri-
can Canon: African-Arabic Slave Narratives and the American Vernacular; and Joseph
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Progler, “Reading Early American Islamica: An Interpretive Translation of the Ben Ali
Diary.”

4. For biographical information on Timothy Drew, the best source is the suggestive
information provided by Peter Lamborn Wilson, Sacred Drift: Essays on the Margins of
Islam. See also Gomez, Black Crescent; and Sherman Jackson, Islam and the Blackameri-
can: Looking toward the Third Resurrection.

5. For more on black fraternal orders, see Maurice O. Wallace, Constructing the
Black Masculine: Identity and Ideality in African American Men’s Literature and Culture,
1775-1995.

6. For more on black Freemasons, see Alton G. Roundtree and Paul M. Bessel, Out of
the Shadows: The Emergence of Prince Hall Freemasonry in America.

7. For more on the connection between African secret societies and African Ameri-
can fraternal organizations, see Michael Gomez, Exchanging Our Country Marks: The
Transformation of African Identities in the Colonial and Antebellum South.

8. For speculations on W. D. Fard’s identity and connection to Noble Drew Ali, see
Michael Muhammad Knight, Blue-Eyed Devil: A Road Odyssey through Islamic America.

9. Wilson, Sacred Drift, pp. 13-50; Gomez, Black Crescent, pp. 203-75.

10. Ruben Johnson-Bey, who knew Noble Drew Ali firsthand, keeps this tradition
alive and lives next door to the temple.

11. For this background information, see Gomez, Black Crescent; Wilson, Sacred Drift.

12. Quoted in Gomez, Black Crescent, p. 224, from materials found at the end of a 1996
reprint of The Circle Seven Koran, p. xvi.

13. Situated literally and figuratively between Europe and Africa, between white-
ness and blackness, and between Christianity and Islam, the figure of the Moor opened
up a space in transatlantic discourse where questions of individual and national iden-
tity had been negotiated for centuries. The term Moor predates Islam and has its ety-
mological roots in a third-century BC Numidian kingdom in North Africa known as
Maure. “They were called Maurisi by the Greeks,” wrote Strabo, “and Mauri by the
Romans” (Strabo, Geographica, 18.3.2, quoted in Rene Basset, Moorish Literature, p.
iii). In the Classical Roman period, after the empire conquered a large swath of north-
ern and western Africa known as Mauritania, the people inhabiting the region were
referred to as Mauri. In the medieval period, when the Islamic caliphate stretched
its sphere of influence into southern Spain, ruling it under the name of al-Andalus,
Iberian Muslims were referred to as Moors. By the sixteenth century, European trad-
ers and travelers used the term Mauri to distinguish ethnic Berber and Arab peoples
who spoke the Hasaniyya dialect of Arabic and lived in northern and western Africa.
By the nineteenth century, the term Moor was used by Americans and Europeans in
North Africa to refer to the Arabs and/or Berbers who lived in the city rather than in
the desert or mountains. Joseph Dupuis, British vice consul at Mogadore, Morocco, at
the beginning of the nineteenth century, described a particular group living in west-
ern Barbary as “the inhabitants of the cities or towns, who may be collectively known
under the general denomination of Moor; although this name is only known to them
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through the language of Europeans” (Robert Adams, The Narrative of Robert Adams,
a Barbary Captive, p. 141). Consistently used since antiquity by people living north
of the Mediterranean to refer to a range of darker “others,” be they Berbers, Arabs,
or Muslim Iberians, the term Moor has no ethnological value. Instead, it is a figural
invention of European discourse, with no correspondent in either Berber or Arab his-
tories of self-identification. The history of the term Moor’s Mediterranean exchanges,
in turn, influenced its transatlantic passages. Just as it had been used in the Medi-
terranean context to organize the relation between race and religion, the term Moor
came to have a similar function in American vernacular, often employed as a descrip-
tion of sub-Saharan Muslim slaves who had been transplanted to the Southern United
States. As has been discussed already, marking a black African slave as a Moor usually
remarked on his or her intelligence, regal carriage, and self-esteem, remaking him or
her into an Arab African, though in point of fact they were not Arabs or Moors at all.

14. For references to this story, see Wilson, Sacred Drift, p. 18.

15. Edward Wilmot Blyden offers a model of earlier black nationalism that incor-
porated aspects of Islam but looked toward Ethiopia and Egypt, not North Africa. See
Blyden, Christianity, Islam and the Negro Race.

16. Antar is Antarah ibn Shaddad al-Absi. Born a slave, Antar was the son of Shaddad,
a well-respected member of the tribe Banu Abs, and Zaibabah, an Ethiopian whom Shed-
dad had enslaved in tribal warfare.

17. David Levering Lewis, When Harlem Was in Vogue, p. 115.

18.Ibid., p. 117

19. W. E. B. DuBois, The Souls of Black Folk, p. 221.

20. David Louis-Brown, Waves of Decolonization: Discourses of Race and Hemispheric
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21. Ibid., p. 3.
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23. W. E. B. DuBois, The Negro, pp. 16, 50.

24. DuBois, The World and Africa: An Inquiry into the Part Which Africa Has Played
in World History, p. 183.

25. DuBois, Black Folk Then and Now, p. 53.

26. On Al Jolson and racial minstrelsy, see Michael Paul Rogin, Black Face, White
Noise: Jewish Immigrants and the Hollywood Melting Pot.

27. For more on the connections between deracination and uplift discourse, see Kevin
K. Gaines, Uplifting the Race: Black Leadership, Politics, and Culture in the Twentieth
Century.

28. DuBois, The World and Africa, p. 185.

29. Pittsburgh Courier, October 5, 1929, p. 11.

30. Henry Louis Gates, Jr., marks the period between 1895 and the 1920s as the
moment when an explosion of writings about the trope of the New Negro emerged. In
these writings, the New Negro is distinguished from the compliant “Old Negro” familiar
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from plantation stereotypes. See Henry Louis Gates, Jr., “The Trope of a New Negro and
the Reconstruction of the Image of the Black.”

31. Olaudah Equiano, The Interesting Narrative and Other Writings, pp. 43-44.

32. Vincent Carretta, editor’s note, in ibid., p. 246n. 70; John Gill, An Exposition of the
Old Testament, in Which Are Recorded the Original of Mankind, of the Several Nations of
the World, and of the Jewish Nation in Particular. . ..

33. See Granville Sharp, The Just Limitation of Slavery; Thomas Clarkson, Essay on the
Slavery and Commerce of the Human Species; and Ottobah Cugoano, Thoughts and Senti-
ments on the Evil and Wicked Traffic of the Slavery and Commerce of the Human Species.

34. The division of the races of humanity according to Biblical typology is quite evi-
dent, for instance, in Johann Friedrich’s 1776 invention of the science of physiology (which
eventually became physical anthropology) and Carolus Linnaeus’s 1793 taxonomic inven-
tion of the order Anthropomorpha.

35. Louis-Brown, Waves of Decolonization, p. 234.

36. Eliot Weinberger, “The Falls,” in Karmic Traces, p. 158.
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40. Gomez, Black Crescent, p. 178. See Paul Irwin, Liptako Speaks: History from Oral
Traditions in Africa, pp. 46-77.

41. Gomez, Black Crescent, p. 180.
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NOTES TO CHAPTER 5

1. Frederic G. Cassidy, ed., Dictionary of American Regional English, p. 83, taken from
H. L. Mencken’s The American Language: An Inquiry into the Development of English in
the United States (Supplement 2), p. 162.

2. Naff, Becoming American. For an alternative to Naff’s analysis of the pioneer gen-
eration of Syrians in America, one that takes into account emigration as well as immi-
gration, see Akram F. Khater, Inventing Home: Emigration, Gender, and the Middle Class
in Lebanon, 1870-1920. For an account of Arab American presence in America that looks
beyond the pioneer generation, see Gregory Orfalea, The Arab Americans: A History. For
an analysis of Syrian immigration to South America during the same pioneer period
1880-1920, see Civantos, Between Argentines and Arabs; and John Tofik Karam, Another
Arabesque: Syrian-Lebanese Ethnicity in Neoliberal Brazil. For earlier, informative edited
collections of accounts of early Arab immigration to America, see Eric Hooglund, ed.,
Crossing the Waters: Arabic-Speaking Immigrants to the United States before 1940; Sameer
Y. Abraham and Nabeel Abraham, eds., Arabs in the New World: Studies in Arab American
Communities; Elaine C. Hagopian and Ann Paden, eds., The Arab Americans: Studies in
Assimilation. For the seminal account of the Syrian presence in America, see H. L. Menck-
en’s contemporary and friend Philip K. Hitti, The Syrians in America.

3. For the prevalence of this phrase in pioneer peddler jargon, see Naff, Becoming
American. ““Those who had been here a month or two, recalled Mary A., ‘would teach
them a few words they [the veterans] had already learned—to knock on a door and say
“Buy sumthin’, Maam™” (p. 165).

4. The prevalence of this theory of rapid assimilation is evident in even a cursory look
at the titles of many of the earlier accounts of Syrian and/or Arab immigration given in
note 2 to this chapter—titles such as Becoming American and The Arab Americans: Studies
in Assimilation. However, the assimilation argument is being challenged by more recent
historians of Syrian migration to America, Khater prominent among them.

5. Hagopian and Paden, preface to The Arab Americans, p. v.

6. Abraham and Abraham, introduction to Arabs in the New World, p. 1.

7. Naft, Becoming American, p. 1. The question as to whether this narrative on immi-
grant assimilation does not create a self-fulfilling prophecy about the disappearance of
Arabs from American ethnic consciousness is an important one. American citizens in the
1930s, well into the second generation for immigrant Syrian families, for instance, were
aware of the Syrian presence in America. This awareness is evidenced in H. L. Mencken’s
discussion of “Proper Names in America” in his monumental book The American Lan-
guage. Discussing the prevalence of Smith as a proper name, Mencken goes on to point
out that fewer than half the proper names in America can trace their ancestry back to
the British Isles, commenting that “the rest are German Schmidts, Scandinavian Smeds,
Czech Kovars, Hungarian Kovacs, Syrian Haddads and Polish Kowalczyks, and Jews who
have sought to escape from German and Slavic names” (p. 477). The prominent presence
of Syrians in Mencken’s catalogue of “other” Americans attests to the thriving state of
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Syrian communities in America between the wars, a presence that Mencken elsewhere in
the book estimates to be at “250,000 to 350,000,” despite acknowledging that the 1930 U.S.
Census put the population at closer to 150,000 (p. 683).

8. Naff, Becoming American, p. 330.

9. Horatio Alger, Jr., Tattered Tom; or, The Story of a Street Arab, p. 104.

10. For a fascinating look at parallel allegories of Arab conversion to whiteness
in Israeli culture, see Ella Habiba Shohat’s Israeli Cinema: East/West and the Politics of
Representation.

11. Alger, Tattered Tom, p. 10.

12. Naff, Becoming American, p. 161.

13. For an insightful analysis of Riis and Protestantism as it relates to the Realist tradi-
tion of writing, see Gregory S. Jackson, The Word and Its Witness: The Spiritualization of
American Realism.

14. The classic book on the American version of the jeremiad is Bercovitch, The Ameri-
can Jeremiad.

15. Jacob Riis, How the Other Half Lives, p. 68.

16. For an interesting discussion of photography as it relates to American immigra-
tion in general and Chinese immigration in particular, see Anna Pegler-Gordon, “Chinese
Exclusion, Photography, and the Development of U.S. Immigration Policy.”

17. Khater, Inventing Home, p. 15.

18. Ibid., p. 91.

19. Sarah M. A. Gualtieri, Between Arab and White: Race and Ethnicity in the Early
Syrian American Diaspora, p. 99.

20. Naff, Becoming American, p. 265.

21. Greater Syria stretched across present-day Lebanon, Syria, and parts of Jordan and
Israel.

22. Naff, Becoming American, p. 265. Naff and especially Khater have excellent
source material on the active Syrian American press. By 1919, there were an estimated
seventy thousand Syrian immigrants in America supporting nineteen Arabic-language
newspapers.

23. Ameen Rihani frets in a 1930 Syrian World article that if Syrian Americans fail to
embrace their own cultural heritage, “they will be lost in the great melting pot” of Amer-
ica, “and the loss will entail something of real value to the country of their adoption.” “The
Syrian in American Art,” Syrian World, November 1930, p. 16, Ameen Rihani Papers, Box
5, Folder 3, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress. The idea that one can “lose” one’s
cultural identity, Walter Benn Michaels has argued, is the result of a shift that occurred in
America’s intertwined rhetoric of race and national identity during the 1920s. See Walter
Benn Michaels, Our America: Nativism, Modernism, and Pluralism.

24. Naff writes, “Before World War I, Arabic press publications appeared and disap-
peared regularly. So keen was the Syrian penchant for publishing that between 1892 and
1907 (the lifetime of the first Arabic newspaper) twenty-one Arabic dailies, weeklies, and
monthlies were published” (Becoming American, p. 319).
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25. Lisa Suhair Majaj, “Arab-Americans and the Meaning of Race,” p. 329.

26. For more on Salloum Mokarzel and the Syrian World’s influence on the Arab
American community, see Michael W. Suleiman, “The Mokarzels’ Contributions to the
Arabic-Speaking Community in the United States—Naoum and Salloum Mokarzel, Pub-
lishers of Arabic-Language Newspapers in the United States.”

27. Friedman, “Why Not Compare?,” p. 759.

28. For more on the role of the Christian intellectual in Arab liberal thought, see
Hourani, Arabic Thought in the Liberal Age.

29. Johann Gottfried Herder, Reflections on the Philosophy of the History of Mankind, p. 8.

30. Ibid., pp. 8-9.

31. For more on Herder and Bedouins, see Ian Almond, “Terrible Turks, Bedouin
Poets and Prussian Prophets: The Shifting Place of Islam in Herder’s Thought.”

32. According to Ameen A. Rihani (in a letter to Geoffrey Nash), “One explanation for
Rihani’s support of political Wahhabism is perhaps his belief that this movement could
end up, like Protestantism, by separating the state from the ‘Moslem Church.” Wahhabism
could have been a first step toward a secular state in Arabia.” Geoffrey Nash, The Arab
Writer in English: Arab Themes in a Metropolitan Language, 1908-1958, p. 148n. 11.

33. Letter from editor of the American Magazine, Ameen Rihani Papers, Box 1, Folder
8, Manuscripts Division, Library of Congress.

34. Letter from editor of the Atlantic Monthly, in ibid.

35. Nash, The Arab Writer in English, p. 25.

36. Abraham Cahan, The Rise of David Levinsky, p. 4.

37.]. E. Lighter, ed., Random House Historical Dictionary of American Slang, p. 32.

38. “Under the heading of Verbotens of 1929 ... Variety once printed a list of words
and phrases forbidden to vaudevillians in that year. It included . . . Arab (signifying Jew).”
H. L. Mencken, The American Language (Supplement 1), p. 645.

39. For an account of Jewish-immigrant assimilation and the role of blackface in the
transformation of Jews into whites, see Rogin, Blackface, White Noise.

40. Reprinted in Suheil Bushrui and John Munroe, eds., Kahlil Gibran: Essays and
Introductions, p. 179.

41. Nash, The Arab Writer in English, p. 18.

42. The most salient example of this interpretation is Nash, The Arab Writer in English.

43. See Wail S. Hassan, “The Rise of Arab-American Literature: Orientalism and Cul-
tural Translation in the Work of Ameen Rihani.”

44. For a good analysis of the representation of women in Arabo-Islamic writing, see
Fedwa Malti-Douglas, Woman’s Body, Woman’s Word: Gender and Discourse in Arabo-
Islamic Writing.

45. Nathaniel Hawthorne, Blithedale Romance, pp. 2-3. In regard to the argument
about Zenobia and patriarchy, see particularly the scene in which Coverdale discovers
Hollingsworth, Zenobia, and Priscilla together after a masquerade ball. For a good analy-
sis of Zenobia in an Orientalist context, see Luther Luedtke, Nathaniel Hawthorne and
the Romance of the Orient. For a different take on Zenobia, see Russ Castronovo, Necro



244 Notes

Citizenship: Death, Eroticism, and the Public Sphere in the Nineteenth-Century United
States.

46. Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, Letters, p. 168.

47. For more on New York’s Bohemia and New Women, see Christine Stansell, Ameri-
can Moderns: Bohemian New York and the Creation of a New Century.

48. Rihani himself had run away from his uncle’s dry-goods store to join a traveling
theater group while still a teenager. The theater group ultimately ran out of money in the
Midwest, and Rihani returned to New York City.

49. For more on these mahjar themes, see Khater, Inventing Home; Hassan, “The Rise
of Arab-American Literature”; Nash, The Arab Writer in English; and Gualtieri, Between
Arab and White.

50. Ameen Rihani, letter on St. Francis Hotel stationery, 1939, Ameen Rihani Papers,
Box 1, Folder 5, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress.

51. Ibid.

52. Ameen Rihani, “Pan-Arab Lecture,” Ameen Rihani Papers, Box 4, Folder 5, Manu-
script Division, Library of Congress, p. 45.

53. Letters of Ameen Rihani, Al-Kulliyal 24 (Autumn 1949): p. 18.

54. Letter from the Phoenician Magazine, January 23, 1934, Ameen Rihani Papers, Box
3, Folder 6, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress.

55. Ameen Rihani, Arabian Peak and Desert: Travels in Al-Yaman, p. 95.

56. Mohammad al-Ghazali, Faysal al-Tafriga Bayna al-Islam wa al-Zandaqa, p. 101.

57. Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizo-
phrenia, p. 337.

58. Vance Bourjaily, Confessions of a Spent Youth, p. 234 (hereafter cited in the text).

59. Quoted in Orfalea, The Arab Americans, p. 148.

60. For a different take on these performances, see Evelyn Shakir, “Pretending to Be an
Arab: Role Playing in Vance Bourjaily’s “The Fractional Man.”

61. Quoted in Orfalea, The Arab Americans, p. 149.

NOTES TO THE AFTERWORD

1. Adonis, “A Mirror for the Executioner,” Victims of a Map, p. 88. Translation by
Jacob Rama Berman.

2. Haller Nutt to Samuel Sloan, May 19, 1861 (nu. 310), Haller Nutt Papers, Hunting-
ton Library, Pasadena, California.

3. One story holds that a painting of an Oriental scene that the two men brought back
with them from their journey east, and that still hangs in the house, inspired Haller.

4. See Nutt v. United States, 125 U.S. 650 (1888).
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