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Benjamin Taylor
Throughout his carccr, Edwarcl Saicl has pnrvoltccl strong rcsponses. Like his
admirecl modcls-Lukics, Sartrc, Adonro, lirucault, Chon'rsky-he is r-rot just
a theorist or a critic but a highly public intcllcctual. His irnpassioned advocacy
for thc Pale stinian causc has carnecl l-rim aclnrirttion, but also lively scorn, as a
recer-rt, widcly publicized attack ir-r (\trttnantny attcsts.

Sricl's ncw book calls itsclf, too nroclcstly, rr urcr.noir. At over 3oo closely
printccl pages, Ottt of Placc is a full-scalc ar.rtobiography covcring the first thirty
yclrs of thc author's life: his childhood in Cairo; his visits to extendcd family in
Jcrusalen-r; his surnmers in a l.cbar-rcsc hill town; ancl his higher educetion and
carly teachirrg expericnce in Amcrica. (l shoulcl sry tt thc outset that I was a stu-

dcr-rt of Profcssor Said's at Columbia, and
will always rcmcmbcr his extraordinary gifts
as a tcacher. Tough and tender, rigorous
ancl begtriling, impaticnt and generous, hc
nrrclc you feirr ancl like him.)

His ovcrritling subject irr sixteen previor.rs

books, begir-rr-ring with a doctoral disserta-
tion on.foscph Courad, has been in"rperial-
isn-r, particularly how the grcat Europelrr
empires havc unclerstood their colonial sr.rb-

jccts. Hc is our lcading critic of the ways
in which \festern literaturc and scholarship
have represented thc colonized.

Said was born irrto a fanily more or less
"out of place " wherever tl-rcy found thern-
selves: l)alcstinian, Lebanese, but American
on their passports; Anglicar"r in thcir wor-
ship, but otherwise unconnccted to Englanci;
Francophonc, Anglophone, but Arabic-

spcaking arnongst themselves-custom-built Levanrines, in a worcl. Out of Place
tclls, sornetinres quite movingly, of thc author's passagc from this l-rothousc
horne life into a larger, non-Arab world wherein he finds himself recluced to
stcreotypes. The .quickness to ir.rclignation in Said's litcrary and political writ-
ings clearly l-ras its roots in a visceral early experier-rce of knowing the colonizcr
well, only to be ill-known in returrr.

'Whether 
as an embattled boy in the English and American schools of Cairo

or as a university professor at Columbia, Said has remained-ha s,l think, chosen
to remain-the misunderstood stranger. But now, at age sixty-four, under the
impact of life-tl.rreatening illness,,lre evidently wishes to make public what has
hitherto been private, to be kno'r, n to us as he has known himself.

He describes, in the early chaJ.ters of Out of Place, an upper-middle-class
rearing few will envy-the burden of expectation onerous, the criticisms picayune
ar-rd mean-spirited, the surveillance constant and sometimes plain crazy. Said
recounts a scene in which his parents rage at their pubescent son for failing to
have semen stains in his pajama bottoms. Must be abusing himself, they rea-
son. (Can Said pDre really have commanded, in English, Arabic, or any othcr
language, "Have a wet clrcam!" as thc alrthor claims?) Thc musically and
intcllcctunlly ciftccl son of nrivilcsc is u constirrrt t)rovocution to lris r-rlrrurrrrrtit'.

sIll trr;rtlc l,tllrt'r', rilrtl is l|t.tlrrt,rrtly lrt,trlt.rr, (.v('il iil1() l,orril1l rrr,rrrlr,rotl.'l ltt.
,tttlll()t's tttotltcr, tctrtlcrly tttrtttipttlrtlivt', trrtworltlly, rrrrlrrt'rtiorrinlily lo1,,rl to
lrt'r'tttttch olclcr httsblrttcl, scctrrs cqrrirlly tletcrrrrirrctl lo rrr;rlit' ,r pt,r'rrrrurr,rrl clrikl
ol'tltcir son. Sricl tclls us that thcse lirnrily clcpictiorrs ilt(, tl)r,()ut(()tnc ol lr ps1,-

chorrnalysis. Plainly so, lncl whilc writing thcrn ckrwrr rnrry lrrrvc lrt,urr thcr;rpcrrric,
they arc too drawn-out ancl lrave an unironicirl sclf-irrvolvcrrrcrrt thirl this rcrrtlcr',
at lcast, found trying.

Instincti'ie suspicion of authority has been Saicl's clontinar)t triit ts a writcr,
and Out of Place misses no opportr.rnity for settling accour.rts with the powerful,
great and small: Miss Clark, a teacher who sidcd agairrst hirn at tl.rc Cairo
School for American Children; Michael Shaloub, hcad boy ar Vicoria Collegc,
a clashing and utterly saclistic oldcr student who grew up to be farnous as
Onrar Sharif; Harry tuman, who had thc effrontery to favor the Establish-
mcnt of aJewish horneland;Jim Murray, a counselor at Camp Maranacook
in Maine, who upbraided young Ildward for sneaking an exrra hot dog at a
cookout; Eleanor Rooscvelt, who excludcd Palestinian refugecs from her
u'idc cmbrace; Professor I.A. fuchards, who had the bad grace ro lose his
marbles bcfore Saicl arrived at Harvarcl for graduatc school-lll thesc get
whrrt is conrirrg to lllcm.

The quickness to indignation in Said's literary and
political writings clearly has its roots in a visceral
early experience of knowing the colonizet well, only
to be ill-known in return.
' . Referring to thc fall of Palestinc, Said speaks of a "broken trajectory imposcd

()r1 so rnilny of us by thc events of r948." He. is eloquer-rt about the plight of
Palcstinian refugee s at thc end of the British Mar-rdate, less so aboutJews expro-
priatcd and f<rrcecl to flee Arab lands ir.r rhe succcssion of conflicts that folbwed.
At a low point in the book, he attacks Martin Luther l(ng,.|r. for expressir.rg
too grcat a satisfaction :rt thc outcor-r're of tl-rc Six-Day'War. 'V/hat wc iearn
front Out of Place is tl.rat "the evcnts of r948"-the cstablishment of thc state
of Israel and the immediate declaration of war on Isracl by a co-federation
of Arab states-did r.rot adversely impact thc Saids' business inrerests or their
well-being. No, it was thc arrival of Gamal Abdel Nasser and 'Arab socialism"
that clid that. A littlc less vitriol about Brits, Zionisrs, and Americans and a

littlc more about the tragedy of Arab misrulc would not have come amiss in
Said's account.

The greatest modern autobiographers rejoicc in the difficult awarcness that,
while one is incvitably the protagonist of one's own story, adjacent lives are as

real and as sovereign in thcirinterest. Out of such awareness spring the hun-ror
and irony that are fundamental to great autobiography. In a book such as

Nabokov's Speak, Memory the reader is n.rade ro expericnce the independent
reality of those who have peopled thc autl-ror's life; they are not just there to
get their comeuppancc.

Reading Owt of Place, one wishes in vain for iuch cmpathetic discovcrics.
Instead, a tone of peremptory self-justification prevails, which sometimcs dcgcn-
crates into chilling detachn.rent (a quality, to be fair, that thc rr.rrhor rcc()llrizcs
in himself). One revealing passage, near the end of thc book, tclls ol'rr tcrriblc
collision Said had with a motorcyclist whilc travcling in Switzcrlrrnrl,'l lrt' rrrirrr

on the bike was killed, Said ir.rjured and transportccl to :r lrospitrrl. lrr llrt' I hrr,r'
rernaining pages of the book, he lras, astonishirrgly, rrot rrrrollrt.r' woll to s;ry

about the dead man. But aftcr such ru cxpclicncc, r'cgurtllcss ol wlro w,rr,rt l.rrrlt,
does not onc havc (as rny of thc grcirt ilutol)i()l.l,r'rrphcls woukl llron,,,rr tlrr,
(irnrrrcl scholirl ouglrt to krrow) r scclct slr;rlt'r'i I I

lilrri.rrrirr llrvLrrrrtlr,,.rrrrh'r tl l,l''.(tt1t"l \,/r",/tlrrrrl,,ll'rrrr[,,rr r...1


