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Suk al-Gharb, Lebanon

"Who'!s uncivilized?" 11 September, 1952

For some months now, Beirut has had an English language newspaper, the
Daily Star. Published by a Lebansege citizen, the Star describes itself as an
independent newspaper, like its sister publication im Arabic, al-Hayat. In
it8 early days, at least, the Star seemed to merit the adjectlve seurrilous
which wag freely applied to it, and indeed seemed to carry over into English
the intemperence and irrespomsibility typical of the Arabic newspapers. This
fact occasioned considerable digillusionment if not disgust among the growing
colony of Americans and Engldsh' in this area. But apparently the publisher is
sincerely desirous of meking a go of the paper, and realizes that he cannot
afford to alienate his market, And under the editorship of an American, the
paper has shown a steady improvement., Much of the improvement is due to the
publication of American columnists (the Alsops, Lippmann) and other slgned articles,
but it is aiso due to the improvement of the loeal staff and its product.

If a desire to tap the Engligh-speaking market was one of the major moti-
wations behind starting the Star, another was to establish a means of putting
the Arab point of view across to the Americans and Fnglish in this area. As
for the latter, they welcomed the Star because (to quote one of them) "it would
provide a wonderful forum where views of Americans in Lebanon and of the citlzens
of Lebanon could be freely exchanged. Those 'beefs! which each has toward the
other could be aired in a climate of sportsmanship and fair play. . ."

I propose to reproduce the first such free exchange of views and "beefa"
as published in the Star recently., It all began wlth a letter signed by one
Eugene Amazon which was no model of restraint but which nevertheless pointed
the finger of blame at the most infuriating (to Westermers) aspect of life in
Beirut (in particular) and Lebanons the lack of consideration and courtesy for
others which seems to be almost total,

"To the Editor: With respect to Saturday's issue of your paper there 1is
a colum called ®The Arab World" writtem by N,I, Durr in which he discusses the
Arab-Israel gquestion,

"Either he is a simple man or an uneducated one, as the conclusions he chooses
to draw from the facts are based on the kind of zeal and blindness which represents
exactly what it is in the Middle East that the Americans and the British do not
like.

"He says that the fact that the Arab states did not show more force “hen
Tsrael tried to force its way into this area and especlally since then, when Israel
has tried to enlarge its borders, these states stand and watch, was the reason for
the decline of American and British respect for the individual Arab,
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"There i3 no connection,

"Nearly every westerner knows that the reasomn for the existence of Isrsel is
not the UN, nor the individual Arab nor even the streagth of the individual Jew—
it was simply the petty kings and rulers generslly of %his part of the world who
#juabbled. over how much money ms to be given to the fight; who was to direct the
wampeign; ete. The Jews did not win: the Arabs lost,

"With regard to the individual Arab whom Mr, Dwrr tries so hard to elevate,
"® 18 not respected in the west because he is not eciviiized.

"This in itself is far from a crime—the Zulus ae not civilized either but
‘iiey are respected. But the Arsb pretends that he IS civilized, Ask him, But
then watch him in nearly any act—particularly the act of dealing with others.

"You people in Lebanon should be aware more than ~ost easterners of what 7
weand watch the cab driver on a thoroughfare; watch bo:t-rowers near a beach ;3 listen

v0 the horns of a thousand autamobiles in the heart of a city in which it is for-
~idden to blow a horn,

"Civilization is not measured by the mumber of larzuages ome speaks or the

sumber of boaks he has read—-it is measured by the way he lives in scciety, his
¢omsideration for others.

"Consideration for others does not exist at all ir Belrut and only to a very
#mall extent in the whole Arab world., That is the reason for the lack of respect."

Yext day, a Star editorial dealt moderately (if screwhat simlessly) with the
smazon letter, comcluding with this paragraph: "Mr, Amazon complains also that we
‘o not deal with each other as civilized beings, We dc not know with whom he is
‘iealing, or what kind of people he meets, But if we we-e in his place, we would
not generalize about persomal cases to millions of Arabs he does not know, Fair
Judgement, moderation and courtesy are essentiesl conditioms of civilization,"

So-far, honors go to the Arabs, But on the day fo.lowing, the first letter
{rom an Arab reader, a student at the American University of Beirut, indicated that
¥r, Amszon was not to get off so eagily,

"To the Editor: It would be interesting to know tiie nationality of letter- .
vriter Fugene Amezon, who attacks the Arabs as 'uncivilized?!, and to learn what he
!5 dolng as a resident of this tumecivilized! part of the world,

"Is he being restrained hy force from returning to the centers of civilization,

o 18 he making a highly profitable living at the expen:e of his barbarous fellow-
resldents of Beirut?

" What I particularly admire about him is the high degree of culture and civili-
zatlon he displays toward the citizens of the country which has extended to him its
aospltality. This is particularly noticeable when he compares the Arabs (unfavorably)
%9 Zulus, and when he suggests that a distinguished bil*ngusl Palestinian writer
nnd scholar is a 'simple man or an uneducated one',

"It is odd too, that he is hiding his statesmanshir abilities in such an uncouth
viace. It appears that he alone has been able to discorer that it was not the
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Balfour Declaration, nor the British and American supported Zionists, nor the
forcibly disunited fragments of the Arab nation, nor the disadvantageous first
truce that brought near-disaster to the Arab forces in the first round of the
unfinished Palestine war, but simply the squabbling of petty Arab kings and rulers}

"It is camforting to learn that all the Arabs have to do to earn world respect
is for Beirut taxi-drivers and boat-rowers to show proper respect and consideration
to Mr, Amazon, and I sincerely hope, in the interests of proper respect due America,
that Mr. Amazon never falls into the civilized hands of New York texi-drivers with-
out a supply of coinage that would make Middle Eastern tbaksheesht! look like pin-~
money.

"But alas, I fear Mr, Amazon's highly civilized advice will fall on deaf ears.
The Arabs and other Middle Eastermers will probably go muddling ahead with thelr
Shisheklis, Najibs, Mossadeqs and Kashenis, meeting force with force, intrigue with
intrigue, power politics with power politlcs, wntil they have. indiscriminately ex-
pelled from the land all such highly civilized individuals as the political Ziom-
ists, foreign satraps... and Mr. Amazams," ' ‘

Four more outraged Lebanese raised their voices in the next edition of the
Star, all rubbed raw by the charge of belng uncivilized, The concluding paragraph
of the first read: "Whatever the cass is, the proof that the Lebanese are civili-
zed 1s that they tolerate those who call them tumcivilized! to remain in their midst."
The second correspondent wrote briefly: "To my mind the person who treats others
as wmeducated and uneivilized mat be himself of a higher strata to be able to
evaluate. But when a man insults a person he never met and judges him by his own
mean and low standards, these are the signs of mental deficiency to say the least.
Mr, Amazon should keep to hia friends the porters and scavengers (whom he tekes as
standards in his letter) and confine his inspirations to such an enviromment as the
Rue du Port."

The third correspondent called Mr, Amazon "an ignorant man with a sick mentality",
and concluded his remarks by saying, "If a commentator who gives his opinion on
current affairs is considered umeducated and gimple, I wonder vwhat to term a fellow
who insults people in their own hames," The fourth writer sald:

"The least we expect from Westernmers who leave their country, homes, famlly and
friends and come to this part of world (sic) to make their own living, to be able
to f£ill their stomschs with food they could not afford to taste in their own homes
——the leagt and not the last we must expect fram these people is to respect this
country and its people.

"A certain Eugene Amazon, is quite an exceptional and amusing fellow westerner,
Very frankly, he thinks we are umncivillzed people and that is why we are not respected
in his country. Moreover, he sees the Zulus are uncivilized but respected. Pleasge,
reader.... understand and digest.

"T will not go iirbo, details, as it is quite obvious that such a person 18 so
civilized that Dr. Charles Malik is considered by him worse than any Zulu, and so
: &ll Of 'U»S...

"You, Mr. Amagzon, your place cannot be in this comtry, and I advise you to go
back to your civilized country Chicago gangsters and the discriminating of the
tblacks'—ell these things are of course the civilization you represent.
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"Persons like you can damege our relations with your :ountry much more effec-
tively than the whole efforts of the Comrmmists. With resvect, I tell you to go
hack to where you belong."

Next day, three westermers added their voices to the sumult. One man, a Pan
American official, sought to pour oll——with no noticeable effect. "During my
stay in this country," he concluded, "and on visits to the surrounding Arab nations
{ have found only an unfailing courtesy, kindness and friendship, and a hospitality
that was equally warm wliether provided by my wealthier or poorer Arab friends. The
lebanese are a naturally happy people living in a pleasant land. Thank you for two
hapoy yvearsi"

But another ias more severs: ™"/ith regard to Thursda ‘ts issue, I, being a
foreigner in this country, agree with Mr, Amazon in same respects. Can you deny
that others'! feelings are neither respected nor considered” Different examnles
can be forwarded in this matter, but one I must mention is: Are you yourself satis-
fied about this situation? Civilization is based upon feirhfulness and respect,
and both are lgnored among the Arabs,m

The third man, an English bachelor "gome native", stuck to the subject for a
while, made & point, and wound up off in the bushes somewhrre with a statement that
geemed to Indicate he believed ‘civilization' worth saving a ter all., He wrote, in
parts ", ., . I belong to the same *civilized! part of the world as Mr. Amazon.
Many of your indignant readers might say to him in their arger: 'If you think we
are uncivilized, why do you live among us? Why do you not go away?! But I say
to him: 'Come and live here with me, and soon you will see that what you lsave
behind in the west 1s what needs rectification, needs it sc badly that it might
+ell be given up, for it 1s a cemcer that can no longer be cured!?,

"e « « I have seen this civilization that Mr, Amazon speaks of —in the street:
of New York whers men and wamen walk with taut expressions upon their faces, march-
ing ahead to nowhere, and ending their dsys in night clubs; I have seen it in West-
=rn “urope where the struggle for power and food has turnec men into animals,

"Here, in the Lebanon, fram my window overlooking the valley, I see the flocks
of sheep as they are taken out to pasture; once a week, on my Sunday hike, T sit
with a peasant family to eat roast mest and coarse bread w'ih sour milk, Mr,
Amazon will give me up for lost., So do I, for even in this veaceful atmosvhere, I
am not sure that I shall be left alone, OCoon there will ke = war—=Tt0 end all
wars, to end aggression! of course——and then I shall shake my feeble bones, take
ax ship back home and serve in the Home Guard."

In the same issue, the broad and turgid flow of Arab Ire continued as well,
In & long letter, ome man argued that Time and History prov: that the more civilized
mankind becomes, the more corrupt and selfish it becomes——1.e., uncivilized. The
orude and primitive man (the noble savage}) is capable of more consideration for
his fellows than the civllized man. The inference is that the primitive man 1s the
really civilized man, He does not, however, go on to say trat the Arabs are primi-
%ive. Rather, he polnts out that the Arabs have contributci to the advance of
civilization, whereas the Jews have done nothing, achieving mention only as "a minorily
of parasites and trouble-makers wherever they were scatterel in the various corners
of the earth," Mr, Amszon's anger at the Belrut taxi-drivers arises from raclal
prejudice, the common allment which 1s the reason for the cseline of British and
Americen respect for the Arabs, "The only time,™ he coes cn, " when the Arab world
w11l command respect of the world is when they rise a3 one mified body to crush this
wisplaced racial prejudice, and to impose justice as the estern powers have immosed
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injustice on its people,t

The writer winds up in a burst of orotund, bitter prose: "My educated friend,
Mr, Amazom, if you think that books and civilization will give you the refinement
of spirit and the consideration you seek so essential to civilization, you have a
long way to go. All you have to do is turn and look around you at the glorious
pillars of civilization, such as Great Britain and the United States, and you will
behold with your own eyes the fumes of treachery, biased inclinations, and selfish-
ness rising in great clouds—who knows, beware, you may be the next victim of one of
their strategic political acts of treasom, whereby they might offer you & burning
sacrifice to their Golden Calf, "

- Mr, Vares Ishaq, Asscciate Editor of the St.ar, ‘entered the dispute with a long
. signed article in the same frultful issue., Entitled "In Defense of the West: From
Kitchener to ILana Turner®, the article gave the back of its hand to western civiliza-
tion. Taking note of the 1nd3.gnant storn against the Amazon letter, the author
suggests this might well serve to add grist to Mr, Amazon's mill, He continued:

"I raise my volce in defense of Mr, Amazon, in defense of western civilization
and culture. Let us not, in our haste and in our anger, forget the debts of the
east to the west——even in civilization and culture, For what were the people of
the eaat, what their cutlook and vision, what their horizon, before the coming of
Kitchenar, Gordon, Clive, Machiavelli, Avs Gardner, Lans Turner and Walt Disney?

"At the time when Confucius in China was still struggling with the intricacies
of philosophy and gat with his disciples poring over menuscripts of sarlier times
telling of the Evolution of the Mind, the early Furopean settler, after beating
back the inroads of the beast through weapons of stone, had already just then dis-—
covered fire—his first step toward the development of the Atam and Hydrogen
bombe,

"And in the Americas, several millenia before the advent of the Mayflower and
clvilization, the Red Indian squatted outside his wigwam meditating before the
Fire, pondering over what his ancestors had taught him, It was to fall to his _
successors to develop other uses for fire—and also to teach him that life in seg-
regated camps was healthier than in the wide open spaces. Ungrateful as the Red
Indian was, when he fought in Korea and fell in battle, he expected to be buried
in the same cemetery as his white comrade-in-erms——just because the gospel of Jesus,
now patented by European-owned publishing houses, had been afforded to him out of
compagsion for hig heathen mind, . . .

"At the time when the momad in the Arab world was still gazing at the stars,
working out astronomical and algebraic problems, Europe's caves were bustling with
productive activity: newer and better weapons of stome, tin, bone and wood were
being mamufactured., What 1s more, markets were being found for them, Bartered, they
could Bring in return what the tribe needed-—sheep, fruit, vegetables, and even
mn. . - L ]

"Whils the devout in the east offered goats and sheep in sacrifice to their
God, in Purope they offered thelr first-born. Their gods were greater, and the
sacrifices too had to be greater, ‘

"let Mr, Amazon'’s critics remember the debt of all backward peoples in the esst
to their western benefactors, In Africa—-as in other remote islands inhabited by
western missionaries, explorers, traders; etc,——-the native dweller was lifted out
of h:la life of darkness. From the jungle he was brought to the city. From being a
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gare nobody, he became a partner of the west ip promotirg the ceuse of civiliza-
tlon., The white man marked out especial pathways for h's use, especial cafes and
rastaurants for his custom. Sons, ungrateful and presuptious (sic) among the
satives, dared to use the csme road as the white man an to eat in the same cafes—
15 white indignation unjustified? And after all that tis white men had done for

i 1em——and for their souls!

wAnd what did -the native have pefore the advent of the vwhite man but the free-
+om of the jungle, the freedom of his crops, his coconu*8, his pearls and his corals
«hoge worth he did not knovw. . . ind instead of the tedlcine man who, at best,
sould throw out the devil, there are pharmacies which can supply potions guaranteed
+g cure everything from gout to syphilis, diseases whica the native's backward mind
and body had been unavare befors the advent of western aivilization. . . "

Mr, Ishag goes on to note that the east 1s indebted to the west for its advancas
in recent decades, citing as examples the progress frar. honorable warfare with truces,
single combat and fair play to the more civilized mode:m type of war with its more
slaborate weapons, its mercilessness, its deceilt, 1tg ietimization of civilians and
t4g approval of the stab-in-the-back, So with mechiavellian diplomacy. And so
+ith entertainment: ", < . To Hollywood goes eredit, -hrough portraying such forms
and figures as those of Ava Cardner and Lana Turner, fir bringing out those instincts
«hich, through inhibitions and prejudices, the people »of the east had got in the
~abit of comtrolling.

nTndeed, even the presentations of Arab life in kollywood is more picturesque
.han the Arabs kmow it to be. Haroun al-Raghid himsel? would have stroked his
searl in appreciation had he seen the transparent chif fon given to his glaves by
secil de Mille, . « ." Etc., etc., etc. Still, the cast has far to go, according
to Mr., Ishaq, Can we afford, he asks, to check the orward hand=in-hand progress
with the west?

" literature, in gaining popular appeal, has :uch to learn from the writers
of the west, fram such Ten and women as the authors o wFrenchy Florics", "Nights
in Paris", "™anhattan Blonde", etc., whom mANy ghort—:ighted eastern governments
tave banned., Our cinema industry has to learn the had economic fact that it costs
more to dress stars. It costs less to undress them axd also bolsters boxoffice results.
Many of our women, though rapidly coming up, still hesitate before adopting low neck-~
1lines. And many of our men, in spite of readins Have Lock Fllis, still adhere to their
parbaric notions about the neceasity of wedlock befors." And on this note, the author
soncludes.

The dispute continued for a few more days in the same vein, though it did not
again rise to the same heights of eloquence. A Captain Park told the Star to be con~
structive instead of being sarcastic, Several others entered the lists against Mr.
Amazon, pointing out that the Arabs don't lynch colored persons in the streets, that
although Mr, Amazon'!s letier was nasty, there were good foreigners for the sake of
whom Mr. A. could be forgiven, and that the taxi-drivers were not all bad. The final
1etter in the series broke new ground in a sense: Y%-alil Gibran was not born in the
valdorf Astoria, nor was Al Yazlji a graduate of Har-ard University. The United -
states 1s not the cradle of culture. These people got their college education from
aature—the nature of Lebanon. Tt was from the’Leb-non that these world-famous men
of literaturs emanated. It was from the shores of Isbmnon that our ships salled carry
tng to the world knowledge, culture, and education, It was here that the mind grew
and knowledge wes born. It was here that we discove ~ed the alphabet and gpread it in
the worlde « o o W€ welcome innocent orientation, it we despise insults and accuss-
<ions. Perhaps it is high time that these people should kmow that we are fed up
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with .'Eheir repeated aggressions on this country that offers them thankful hospi-~
tality.®

A second letter having arrived from the embattled Mr. Amazon which was longer,
stronger and more detailed than the first, and convinced that no good purpose was
to be served by prolenging the dispute, the American editor dropped the whole thing.
He said that fifty letters had come in as a result of the Amazon letter, almost
all of them from angry Arabs. He had published only the most moderate and well-
written, He thought now that he should have published only the two best of the
lot and then Findshed with it. As it was » the controversy had gome on too long to
serve any useful purpose,

‘The American Minister thought so too; and in a circular to all the Americans
employed in the Legation, in Point IV, and those in the U,N, offices who are pald out
of State Department funds, he urged the necessity of discretion in dealings with
the Arabs, stated that the representation of American opinion wvas to be left to
the proper official organs and indicated that fallure to comply would entaill disci-
plinery action.

This first free exchange of ideas and "beefs" thus turmed out to be unfortunate.
For this result, of course, much of the blame must attach to Mr, Amszon's one-
sided sweeping intemperance and his lack of tact., He started it, But if he had
been similarly sweeping in praise instead of condemnatién, the reaction of his Arab
readers would, I think, have been just as enthusiastically unbalanced, just as emotion-
al, just as indiscriminate in the opposite direction, They would have hailed Mr,
Amazon as a paragon among westerners, a man of real culture and civi Mzation, and
the barbinger of a new era of friemdship and understanding between East and West.

Thie lack of restraint and willingness to be carried away on a tide of feeling
reflects the fact that in comparison with British and American norms s emotion among
the Arabs is less subject to the tight rein of logic or of objective fact or the habit
of caution., Indeed, expression in the Arabic language, the mnique art form of the
Arabs, seems 10 require a free appeal to the emotions via the liberal use of over-
statement and exaggeration.in order to be effective., To "get across" in Arabic,
the art form, 1t 1s necessary to conform to the canons of the art; even if at the
expense of logic and precision. We have » I think, an exactly parallel case in the
purple advertisements of our tonler magazines: "All at once...youfre lovely!

Whether you pour yourself into a colum of satin or surround yourself with a Balep-
ciaga balloon dress, you can be slim as s reed but comfortable, too, That's the
heavenly feeling that goes with the heavenly fit of a Warner's corselette. ILike
wearing a powder base——it's that light! Like slipping into a tan—-it's that smoothM

Literal translation of such passages robs them of their eloquent appeal, renderirg
them absurd or at best unconvinecing, with the exaggerations, 1lloglic and misstatements
of fact standing out clearly; this is just as true of Arabic as it is of English, Con-
versely, passages in Fnglish, especially dry understatement which can be extremely
effective for us, tend when done verbatim into Arabic to make little impression or
even to be taken as meaning quite the reverse of what is said, As if, in an era of
purple advertising, one were to say: "Jarner's corselettes are comparatively light,
smooth and cloge-fitting." Uninteresting, if true,

If a good deal of Arab eloquence on the popular issues of the day seems in trans—
lation to be rabid nonsense, we must realize that to a considerabls extent this is due
to the necenaity for pross in Arabic to:  inflate itself to meet a certain level of
expectation in order to be effective. I suggest the practical Arab, after an initial
flush of enthuslasm, perhaps, does not take Arab eloquence at face value any more than
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& practical American woman would take an advelrsisement like the ome quoted above at
Iace value, We must similarly discount. And in the present case, I think the Ameri-
can Minister to Lebanon acted on the basis of the face value of the letters in reply
to Mr. Amazon, according them an influence for 11l far out of proportion to their
real importance.

tiven all this, one may still ask why the charge ¢’ being wnciviliszed should
= the ocecasion for so much Arab eloquence, such a miform and uniformly emotional
outburst againgt Mr, Amazon and all he is supposed to stand for, Why wasn't anyone
honestly amused? Surely, if auch a letter as Mr, Amazca's had appeared in the Times
'London or New York) similarly unbridled against the British afid Americans and written
77 an Arab, the reactions would have been more varied, Same would have agreed with
% e charaes insofar as they were true, and would have urged correction of ths short-
comings in question as a matter of social destirability. Others might have composed
aaort umorous verses in honor of the occasiom. Certainly someone would have done
the equivalent of writing samething like: "Sir: With reference to the Amazom-Arab
controversy vhich has lately appeared in your columms, T feel it necessary to object
most strongly to the irresponsible bandying about of the name of an ancient & honor-
eble pegple by uncultivated and self-appointed spokesms: of two barbarian cultures.
It may be a case of the pot calling the kettle black, but, Sir, it is unfair to the
lack., Yours, &c, (signed) Zulu,"

The reason for the ome-sidedness of the Arab reaction lies, I think, in the fact
that Mr. Amazon's shaft struck home in the most vulnerable part of the Arabs! mentalily:
thelr sense of inferiority vis-a-vis the West in point of civilization. Materially,
in terms of public morality and efficlency, in terms of power, they sense themaelves
to be inferior to the West. They see their inferiority reflected and compounded by
the Westerners themselves in a host of dailly examples, With thelr own sense of worth
severely shaken, it ie inevitable that they should sesk desperately for some basis
upon which to refound thelr self-respect. The find it partly in the failures of
the Vest to live up to its own ideals— Dr., Charles Mallk, U,N, delegate from Lebanon,
i3 ome of the most eloquent ocritics of the West for betraying what it claims to stand
for, And they find 1t partly by turning back to the da;s of Arab greatness and to
Wuslim and/or Arab ideals. In effect, Amazon would dems them even ‘this. To his
threat, they must react in anger., They are not secure mough in their own self-esteenm
i< admit shortcomings, or to be amused.
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