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Baudrillard: “The initial stunning impact of the deserts
and California is gone, and yet, to be fair, is there anything more
beautiful in the world? It seems unlikely. I have to assume, then,
that I have come across—once in my life—the most beautiful
place I shall ever see.... This is where the rest of life begins” (Cool
Memories)."™* In relation to the encounter with Tokyo, I can say: “Is
there a more beautiful, refined and perverse city in the world than
Tokyo? It seems unlikely. I have to assume, then, that I have come
across—once in my life—the most beautiful, refined and perverse
city I shall ever see.... This is where the rest of my life begins”—or,
to be more accurate, since Tokyo was the one city that I felt I had to
visit before I die: this is where my afterlife begins.!!

How straightforward it is for a film whose protagonist
is a Western man or woman, for example Sofia Coppola’s Lost in
Translation (2003), to end with his or her drive to the airport. Can a
film whose protagonist is an Iraqi simply end with his or her trip to the
airport? Two hours before my scheduled flight back to Beirut, I was
informed at the Air France counter at Tokyo’s Narita International
Airport that since I travel with an Iraqi passport (by the date of the
flight via Paris, I had been issued, at long last, an Iraqi passport and
therefore no longer traveled with a Lebanese laissez-passer), [ had to
have an airport transit visa to France in order to be allowed to board
the airplane to fly back to Lebanon via Paris Charles de Gaulle
Airport."® T wished videomaker Lamia Joreige and Hania Mroué,
the play’s assistant director and the founder of Beirut’s Metropolis
cinema, with whom I was scheduled to fly back, a safe flight and
took the bus back to the Tokyo hotel from which I had checked out
that morning. My trip back to the city felt like the car drive of Burton
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following his failed meeting with cosmonaut Kris in Tarkovsky’s
Solaris—a drive that happens to have been actually filmed not in
Russia, as the diegesis would imply, but in Akasaka and Iikura in
Tokyo. During that bus ride back to my Tokyo hotel, I gathered that
in Tarkovsky’s Solaris Burton visited Kris not simply to inform him
about the extraterrestrial ocean Solaris and to give him advise on
how to behave there but also with an unconscious hope against hope
of accompanying him on his Solaris trip.!"” Remarkably, it is not on
the way to the airport, but now, while going back to the city on being
denied boarding on the Air France plane, that I am feeling the most
intense nostalgia for this city! In relation to travel from one country
to another, the real last night of some Palestinians, Iraqis, etc., is
not the one that immediately precedes their scheduled flights, but
the extra one that they end up spending in the city of departure if
their passports or visas turn out to have unexpected problems at the
airline counter and they are informed that they cannot fly but have
to consult some embassy or other or change their tickets to include a
more permissive transit airport. I, who happen to have written in my
book Two or Three Things I'm Dying to Tell You (2005) that the title
of The Thousand and One Nights refers to “the one thousand nights
of the one thousand unjustly murdered previous one-night wives of
King Shahrayar plus his night with Shahrazad, a night that is itself
like a thousand nights” and in which she tells a myriad of stories,
will never say that I stayed thirteen nights in Japan in 2007, but:
twelve and one nights. The free time on a business trip to a city one
is visiting for the first time is for exploring it, which in the case of
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Tokyo includes most probably one’s and its fetishes,'"® while (once

one has switched the airplane ticket for the return flight to one via a
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country that does not exhibit the utmost inhospitality: requiring an
airport transit visa) the extra night and day are not for accomplishing
the outstanding things one did not have time to do during one’s
scheduled stay, since one then wanders in the city as if one were
doing so in an airport and so unconsciously limits oneself to visiting
places one might find in the latter (for example, bookstores with a
small collection of mostly bad books), but for love, consequently
for the eclipse of the city'" and fetishes. It is not on returning to
one’s city that one feels nostalgic about the city one has just visited
and with which one feels a strong affinity, but, following one’s
return to one’s city, on visiting another foreign city with which one
feels far less affinity or no affinity at all. In my case, it was not on
returning to Beirut from Tokyo that I felt intensely nostalgic for the
latter but on visiting Cape Town two months later. And indeed, after
returning from Cape Town to Beirut, I found myself gravitating to
mosques and to dance studios, in order to see people removing their
shoes prior to entering these respective arenas, that is, in order to be

reminded of Japan.

Istanbul Song

Having decided to leave Lebanon after finishing writing my book
Undeserving Lebanon (it was published a few months later, in
December 2007), did I choose Turkey for destination only because
of my affinity to Ottoman and Turkish art music and Sufi music?
There was additionally something in me that must have felt that I
needed to get closer to the site of some largely unacknowledged

loss that took place there before my birth, a loss that made of me
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a born loser. An Arabic acquaintance of mine considered that in
their complex historical relationship with Turks, Arabs’ losses came
to an end with their liberation from the “yoke” of the Ottoman
sultanate. When I indicated my disagreement, he reconsidered, then
remembered Syria’s loss of the Sanjak'? of Alexandretta to Turkey
(thenceforth the Turkish province of Hatay) in 1939. I protested: “Is
that all? C’est tout?”” He could think of nothing else. “And yet, what
about the substitution of the Latin alphabet for the Arabic one in
Turkey?”'2! On November 1, 1928, the Grand National Assembly of
the Republic of Turkey passed Law no. 1353, “On the Adoption and
Application of the New Turkish Letters,” “which came into effect
two days later.... The use of books printed in the old characters for
instruction in schools was forbidden. No books were to be published
in the old letters after the end of the year.”!?*> Arabs protested against
the annexation of Alexandretta by Turkey, but how many of them
protested against the change of alphabet in Turkey and the removal
of so many Arabic words from Turkish? “In addition to collecting
songs, at this time, the Republic also collected pure Turkish words.
All this was happening within the background of the language
purification movement.”'?® “Statistical analyses have occasionally
been undertaken to see how much of the current vocabulary of the
press consisted of ‘native’ words—i.e., words known, presumed or
declared to be of Turkish origin—and how much was ‘foreign’—i.e.,
Arabic or Persian ... The most reliable is Kamil Imer’s scholarly
study [“Origins of Vocabulary of Five Newspapers (Ulus, Aksam,
Cumhuriyet, Milliyet, and Hiirriyet), 1931-1965”].”>* According to
table 12.1 of that study, while in 1931 Arabic words accounted for
51%, in 1965 they accounted for 26%. As an Arab in Istanbul in 2007,
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I feel outdated, since when I recognize an Arabic word in present-day
Turkish dictionaries, it is often qualified as obsolete or rare. Here are
some words qualified as obsolete in the Turkge-Ingilizce Redhouse
Sozliigu (The Redhouse Turkish-English Dictionary, 1999; as the
preface indicates, “The Redhouse Turkish-English Dictionaryis anew
edition of The Redhouse Contemporary Turkish-English Dictionary
... The entries include not just the words that are most frequently
encountered in Turkey today, but many words that, although now
either obsolete or obsolescent, were in common use only fifty or
sixty years ago”): “Hafi obs. secret, hidden. Hakim obs. 1. sage,
a profoundly wise man. 2. philosopher. 3. wise, sage, sagacious.
Hatime obs. Epilog, Brit. Epilogue. Havas obs. 1. properties,
attributes. 2. the elite. 3. the upper classes. Hayalat, -ti obs. 1.
imagined things, visions, fancies; fantasies; dreams; daydreams. 2.
images, reflections. 3. shadows, indistinct images. 4. ghosts, visions,
apparitions. Hayif, -yfi obs. 1. injustice; cruelty. 2. regret, sorrow,
pity. 3. Alas!/What a pity! Hazf, -fi obs. 1. getting rid of, elimination;
delition; elision. 2. gram. Ellipsis. Hifz obs. 1. guarding, protection,
preservation. 2. memorization.” I looked for these obsolete Arabic
words in mental hospitals in Istanbul, more specifically in the
utterances of the voices-over of schizophrenics, through which one
can overhear not only the unconscious of the individual in question,
but the unconscious of the language, all that has become “obsolete”
in it as a result of a repression.'” Were I to learn Turkish, it would not
be to manage more easily my everyday interactions with the cashiers
at various Macrocenter, Migros, and Carrefour supermarkets and
hypermarkets; my monthly interaction with one or more employees

at “my” branch of Garanti Bank; my exceptional interactions with the
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staff at a hospital, etc., but mainly to write in a Turkish that includes
many of the Arabic terms that are presently considered obsolete in
current Turkish language or have been expurgated altogether from
it. To my knowledge, none of those who decry the impoverishment
of Arabic language include as a contributing factor to this state
the replacement of Arabic script by the Latin one for the writing
of Turkish and the programmatic replacement of Arabic words as
part of the language purification movement in Turkey that started in
1928 and lasted for several decades. Can so many Arabic words be
erased from Turkish language without Arabic language, even the one
in the Arab World, being affected by that? Most Arabs have thought
little, if at all, about this loss, which is one of the worst losses Arabs
have suffered in the twentieth century. The substitution of the Latin
script for the Arabic one and the linguistic cleansing through the
concerted removal of many Arabic words from Turkish language in
the Republic of Turkey are a symptom of a withdrawal of tradition
past a surpassing disaster. Unlike republican Turkey, Ottoman Turkey
was a cosmopolitan culture, indeed one of the great cosmopolitan
cultures. Cosmopolitan cultures do not get rid of the “foreign”
without losing the native, for getting rid of what is “foreign” is so
disastrous, especially for a cosmopolitan culture, it often amounts to
a surpassing disaster, with the consequent withdrawal of tradition,
including of the native (component of it). Nowhere is this clearer
than in the attempt by the Republic of Turkey to get rid of the Arabic
and Persian words that were part of Ottoman culture and language,
ending up making the vast majority of Turks unable to read Ottoman
inscriptions and manuscripts, which were written in the Arabic

script, so that these became uncanny, something one encounters as
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unreadable, if not foreign while knowing that it should be familiar
(to those Turks who would expect any yabanc: [foreigner] to have
learnt Turkish “by now,” for example me after two years in Turkey,
my response is: I expect you by now to have learnt Ottoman, or at
the very least to have learnt the Arabic script so you can read, if not
fully understand the inscriptions on your mosques, palaces and on
the main gate of your largest university, Istanbul University). The
native is what fits, the foreign is what does not fit, and tradition is
what fits and does not fit. The native is the proximate, the foreign
is the distant, and tradition is what remains distant however close
one gets (hence its aura)'?*—this characteristic of tradition becomes
clearer in the aftermath of surpassing disasters.

“Culture is the norm, art is the exception” (Godard).'?’ Ts
art the only exception? Can politics too be an exception—to culture?
Yes, it can—exceptionally. Was politics in Turkey from 1923 to
the 1930s an exception to the culture in the Turkey of that time?
If it were, it would have felt an affinity with if not all then at least
some of the other (specific) exceptions to the culture of the Turkey
of that time. Unfortunately, while being an exception to certain
characteristics of the Turkish culture of the time, which it considered
backward and sick, the politics of the nascent Republic of Turkey
proved to be largely a systematic attempt to abolish altogether some
of the greatest exceptions to and of Ottoman culture, for example
great Sufi and Ottoman art music and great Sufi texts, resorting in
doing so to the culture of Europe, i.e., the norm, while disregarding
the latter’s exceptions.

Was the Ottoman sultanate, as the term “the sick man of

Europe” would imply, the only part of Europe that was sick? No.

82

Most of the terms that were being used to criticize and denigrate
the Ottomans by Western diplomats and then by the Young Turks
and then by Mustafa Kemal and his followers, for example decadent
and sick, had already been used and continued to be used by the
most advanced thinkers, writers and artists of Europe to criticize
the Europe that the nascent Republic of Turkey wished to emulate.
For example Nietzsche was exasperated by “the most anti-cultural
sickness and unreason there is, nationalism, this névrose nationale
(national neurosis) that Europe is sick from ...”'? and that led to
World War I, with its millions of dead in the trench battles. But the
main sickness of Europe was then and continues to be nihilism; the
prescient Nietzsche had already written in an entry in the projected
preface, dated November 1887-March 1888, to The Will to Power:
“What I relate is the history of the next two centuries. I describe
what is coming, what can no longer come differently: the advent
of nihilism.”'? Did Mustafa Kemal and his followers end up then
replacing “the sick man of Europe” with ... the imitator of a sick
Europe? Unbeknownst to them, what the leaders of the nascent
Republic of Turkey were emulating and forcing most of their
citizens to imitate was a sickness that Europe for the most part did
not acknowledge, disavowed: nihilism. Even this fundamental crisis,
this crisis of foundations and values, nihilism, which one has to go
through oneself, as an initiation, perhaps the greatest, was skirted
by the nascent Republic of Turkey. To deal with the nihilism they
were faced with through the devaluation of Ottoman values that
resulted from the series of military defeats and the dismal economic
situation, the leaders of the nascent Republic of Turkey opted to

imitate the (more hidden) nihilism of the culture of Europe, whose
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values according to the discerning and farsighted thinker Nietzsche
were already devalued, continue to be devalued and are going to be
devalued for at least another century! But if it is extremely difficult
to deal with nihilism, since to do so one or a people has to create
new values, how much more difficult it is to deal with the imported
nihilism of the other! Not acknowledging that the values they were
importing wholesale and imitating were already devalued, it was all
the more difficult for Turks to deal with this nihilism through the
creation of new values. While not being conscious of this motivation,
do the current leaders of Turkey wish to join the European Union in
part so that its nihilism would become more manifestly theirs and
thus easier to confront and deal with?

Nietzsche: “You see that I do not want to take leave
ungratefully from that time of severe sickness whose profits I have
not yet exhausted even today. I am very conscious of the advantages
that my fickle health gives me over all robust squares ... And as
for sickness: are we not almost tempted to ask whether we could
get along without it?” (“Preface for the Second Edition,” section
3, The Gay Science). Can one say the same about Turkey? No, it
took leave ungratefully from that time of severe sickness, the last
years of the Ottoman sultanate, from “the sick man of Europe,”
peremptorily declaring the bankruptcy of the latter, and as a result
dismissed outright profits and assets (William S. Burroughs: “The
old novelists like Scott were always writing their way out of debt ...
laudable ... So William Seward Hall sets out to write his way out of
death. Death, he reflects, is equivalent to a declaration of spiritual
bankruptcy. One must be careful to avoid the crime of concealing

assets ... a precise inventory will often show that the assets are

84

considerable and that bankruptcy is not justified”'*’) that have
remained outstanding, including the chance to switch perspectives
between the sanctioned Kemalist perspective, a perspective largely
based on the purportedly healthy values of mainstream European
culture, and the one(s) based on the values provided by the many
centuries of Ottoman culture. Nietzsche: “To be able to look out
from the optic of sickness towards healthier concepts and values,
and again the other way around, to look down from the fullness and
self-assurance of the rich life into the secret work of the instinct of
decadence—that was my longest training, my genuine experience,
if I became the master of anything, it was this. I have a hand for
switching perspectives: the first reason why a ‘revaluation of values’
is even possible, perhaps for me alone.”'*! Indeed it is the case that
those who have access to and make use of two perspectives, for
example William S. Burroughs, who was able to look out from the
optic of addiction towards healthier concepts and values, and vice
versa, and I, who was able to look out from the optic of death (before
dying physically) towards vital values and mundane concepts, and
vice versa, have proved to be those best equipped for the task of a
“revaluation of values.” When instead of having or experimenting
different perspectives, so that you are able to switch between them,
you do away with one of the two perspectives or repress it, as Turkey
did in the beginning years of the republic, in the 1920s and 1930s,'*
then you end up importing already existing values (in the case of
the nascent Republic of Turkey, actually old European values that
were already largely devalued even prior to World War I—and
that were to be further devalued in World War II). Certainly this
“revaluation of values” is advisedly qualified by quotation marks,
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since we are not yet, in 2011, and certainly Turkey was not in the
1920s and 1930s, in a position to do a revaluation of values—the
revaluation of values in the strongest sense will be ushered in by
the overman, the one who is going to go through the ordeal of
countless recurrence and, through willing the eternal recurrence
of various events, make possible the production and achievement
of the epochal will—only the will can implement an unqualified
revaluation of values.'** A minor revaluation of values would
usher in a new calendar that starts with it, thus Nietzsche announced
anew calendar in his book The Anti-Christ: “Time is counted from
the dies nefastus [unlucky day] when this catastrophe began, —
from the first day of Christianity! — Why not count from its last
day instead? — From Today? — Revaluation of all values! Law
Against Christianity[.] Given on the Day of Salvation, on the first
day of the year one (—30 September 1888, according to the false

calculation of time) ...”'%

—a major revaluation of values would
unsettle that very schema of chronology. Since the Republic of
Turkey’s revaluation of Ottoman values was the replacement of one
set of pre-established (devalued) values by another, the mainstream
Ottoman one of that time with the mainstream European one, it is
appropriate that the calendar of the Republic of Turkey was no
different than the Gregorian calendar, which demarcated dates in
terms of AD (Anno Domini [“used to indicate that a date comes
the specified number of years after the accepted date of Christ’s
birth”]) and BC (before Christ [used to indicate that a date is
before the Christian Era]), and this notwithstanding that one of
the first acts of the Republic of Turkey, already in 1923, was the
population exchange with Greece, which applied to the Greek
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Orthodox citizens of Turkey and the Muslims of Greece.

What was being limited by Mustafa Kemal and his
followers was what was oo big for many if not all Turks: the empire,
then the very idea of an empire, then what was too big for the empire
itself, the great Ottoman elegiac music. Turkey was then in danger
of being exactly as big, in other words, as small as it was, not only
geographically but also culturally, ethnically, linguistically, and
musically, thus joyless (Deleuze: ““What’s happening to me is too
big for me.” That’s the lament. So every morning I really mean to say,
‘What’s happening to me is too big for me,” because that’s joy. In a
certain way, it’s joy in the pure state ...”).13¢ The following words are
part of the morning oath recited by Turkish primary school students,
“Happy is the person who says, ‘I am a Turk’; what a dictum
involving the betrayal of desire (Slavoj Zizek: “In psychoanalysis,
the betrayal of desire has a precise name: happiness”)'*’! Indeed,
how joyless many Turks in Istanbul seem on subways and in the
streets. It is mostly in their lamentation songs that one encounters
the great flux of desire of Turks and Kurds. And yet this music
was under attack for a substantial period in the nascent Republic
of Turkey. “Monophonic music education (Ottoman music) was
banned in public and private schools in 1927.138 Lodges and cloisters
(tekke ve zaviyeler), which were the centers of tekke music, were also
abolished. In 1934, art music was banned from the radio stations for
two years.”'® Well then, it was all the more incumbent on those
non-Turks who had contributed to Ottoman culture to reclaim great
Ottoman music and songs at that point. Unfortunaley, this music was
largely disavowed and disclaimed not only by nationalist republican

Turks, who considered it not Turkish enough, too influenced by
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