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Preface

This book looks at oppositional narratives of four contemporary Muslim ix
authors writing in languages of European provenance. In the study of

these narratives I endeavor to bring out their specificity and divergences

that inveigh against our seeing the authors as each setting out to do the

same thing in the same way. Iam interested rather in the commonality of

their aims, which emerges in their categorical rejection of the hegemonic

and totalizing forces of institutionalized thinking that impinge on
human individuals and minorities who deviate from the well worn paths

of conformity.

In terms of narrative, I am particularly interested in the ways these
authors have each set about to fashion a specific, localized idiom, while
under the ideological shadow of the dominant discursive structures of
their respective societies. Though invariably their writing is marked by a
dissenting, contestatory mode, it is marked as strongly by the rich profu-
sion of beliefs and practices of the Islamic and Greco-Roman-Christian
traditions and the diverse secular ideas and customs upon which they
have drawn. I find it as important to see how they have used these riches
as to look at how they have expressed their divergences.

Of the authorsIstudy, three write in French and come from the North
Africanlittoral: Abdelkebir Khatibi and Tahar Ben Jelloun from Morocco
and Assia Djebar from Algeria. The fourth author, Salman Rushdie,
comes from the Indian continent and writes in English. I shall on occa-
sion speak of the writings of these authors as postcolonial, but the indi-
vidualized character of their writings prevails against any misguided
attempt to enclose them within an undifferentiated grouping or system
of reference.

Postcolonial is a useful term to apply to writing only insofar as it refers
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X Preface

to writers emerging from varied cultures and circumstances, who have
experienced analogous structures of domination imposed in the past by
colonizing powers and shaped in the present by those same or other
external powers, or by indigenous (neo-colonist) powers. The writers I
call postcolonial seek, each in her or his own way, a space of writing that
sets itself apart from those structures of power.

Many onlookers have regarded such writers as writing on the periph-
ery, but their voices are more and more being heard. We can ascertain the
efficacy of what they say as much by the often brutal attempts to suppress
them, whether in Algeria or East Timor, as by the growing awareness of
readers that they speak to some of the most important issues of our time
— having to do, above all, with the relation between human individuals
and minority groups and the societies that govern them.

1 write out of the conviction that these voices, coming from elsewhere
than that place where most of my readers and I are situated, say pro-
foundly important things to us if we are willing to listen. Much of the
most significant writing of our time comes from beyond the often arbi-
trary discursive boundaries set by the dominant political-social powers
in Europe, on the North American continent, or in other regions of the
world. What Roland Barthes has said of the Moroccan Abdelkebir Khati-
bi — that identity in his writing is of such a pure metal that it comes to be
read as difference — applies to all of the writers I choose to look at. Their
difference, or differences, for they address us through distinctly different
timbres, have much to say to us about our own differences. For we are all
located elsewhere with relation to others.

Critically, my own approach leans heavily on authors and commenta-
tors conversant from birth with the Islamic faith and the forms it has var-
iously taken in far-flung areas of the world, as well as on other authors
and commentators from so-called Third World regions who have under-
gone first-hand experience of colonialism or of the hegemonic structures
ithasleftin place in numerous countries that have gained nominal inde-
pendence. Many of my sources are thus “foreign” to the European or
North American readers but “indigenous” to the subject at hand, that s,
to the condition of postcoloniality wherever it might be found. All trans-
lations are mine when no source is given. In several instances I have mod-
ified the translation to convey nuances I felt had to be brought out.

Iwish to give special thanks to Ross Chambers and Laurence Porter for
their exceedingly helpful suggestions in regard to early versions of the
present work; to Jean-Frangois Lyotard for his encouraging reading of my
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Preface xi

manuscriptas well as his enriching and ever-expanding thought that has
over the years inspired me to conceptualize the world differently; and to
Assia Djebar and Abdelkebir Khatibi for sharing ideas with me that have
left their important mark on the formulation of my work. Several other
persons, who have read parts of this study or my essays, have also left their
imprint in some shape or form on my thinking. In some instances, these
persons have contributed unknowingly to whathas gone into the present
book. Among them, I wish to mention in particular R. Lane Kauffmann,
Hussam Al-Khateeb, Edouard Glissant, Frangoise Douay-Soublin, Lilyan
Kesteloot, and Evelyne Accad. I hasten to add, however, that their ideas
have sometimes grown unrecognizable owing to my idiosyncratic adap-
tation of them. Additionally, my close collaboration as general editor
with guest editors of special issues of L'Esprit Créateur devoted to postcolo-
nial topics has opened up to me many valued avenues of discursive
exchange. Among those guest editors are Eric Sellin, Elisabeth
Mudimbe-Boyi, and Ali Behdad. Particular thanks go to anonymous
readers whose wonderfully perceptive and constructive readings of an
earlier version of this book have helped me to straighten out many incon-
sistencies, focus my subject much more effectively, and deal more dis-
cerningly with its many complexities.

Last of all, Iwant to express heartfelt apologies to my Abyssinian Trot-
sky, who often, after keeping patient vigil over his empty bowl while I
tussled with ideas, felt called upon to sprawl over the manuscript pages
on my desk. He slowed me down on occasion but gave measure to overly
concentrated thoughtby restoring me to the needs of myless prosaicif no
more real surroundings.

My work was supported in part by research grants from the National
Endowment for the Humanities and Louisiana State University. I was
also able to pursue essential research and engage in a valuable exchange
of ideas as NEH Visiting Scholar in Residence at the University of Min-
nesota, Mortris; as Visiting Favrot ChairatRice University and participant
in the wonderfully stimulating Rice Circle; and as resident lecturer in the
Centre des Etudes Francophones at the Université de Paris IV-Sorbonne
during the spring of 1993.

Some chapters of this book have drawn on material, revised and expand-
ed, from certain of my essays published in literary reviews and as chapters
inedited collections. I wish to thank the following publishers for permis-
sion to use this material:
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Jacqueline Kaye (1989).

Routledge (London) for Homi Bhabha (ed.), Nation and Narration (1993).

Salman Rushdie for The Satanic Verses (Viking Penguin, 1989);
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Homelands (Granta Books, 1991); East, West. Stories (Pantheon Books,
1994); TheJaguar Smile (Penguin, 1987); “A Pen Against the Sword. In
Good Faith,” Newsweek, February 12, 1990.

Editions du Seuil for Tahar Ben Jelloun, L’Enfant de sable. Copyright ©
Editions du Seuil, 1985, and La Plus Haute des solitudes. Misére affective
et sexuelle d’émigrés nord-africains. Copyright © Editions du Seuil,
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Editions du Seuil, 1981; and Tzvetan Todorov, Poétiqgue de la prose.
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