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FOUAD A.JAMI, who is a professor 
of Middle Eastern studies at 

Johns Hopkins University, occupies 
two niches that he has made his 
own. First, as a scholar of the Ara­
bic-speaking world, Ajami focuses 
not on the usual questions of state­
craft and foreign policy but on in-
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tellecrual developments; by bring­
ing issues and the personalities who 
argue them to life, he has succeeded 
in interesting an educated American 
audience in the debates conducted 
by educated Arabs. Second, as a 
journalist and public commentator, 
Ajami is a regular presence on tele­
vision and in leading magazines, 
where, despite the fact that English 
is not his native language, few can 
match him either in acuity of polit­
ical analysis or in felicity of verbal 
expression. 

Ajami displays other attractive 
qualities as well. One is an ability to 
boil ideas down to their essentials 
without sacrificing their complexi­
ty; thus, he pithily describes Middle 
East politics as a world "where tri­
umph rarely comes with mercy or 
moderation," and pan-Arabism as 
"Sunni dominion dressed in secular 
garb." Another quality, no less note­
worthy, is that, unlike many promi­
nent Arab-Americans, Ajami is a po­
litical moderate who neither apolo­
gizes for Arab dictators nor spins 
anti-American conspiracy theories. 
Finally, he is blessedly free of the 
common Arab fixation on the per­
fidy oflsrael. 

For his robust, blunt-spoken ap­
proach to the Middle East, Ajami 
has regularly incurred the resent­
ment and anger of many in the 
Arab-American community.· One 
would-be rival, Edward Said of 
Columbia University, has accused 
him of offering "unmistakably racist 
prescriptions," while another, Asad 
AbuKhalil of California State Uni­
versity, has denounced him as a 
"neo-Orientalist" (a huge insult in 
the academic circle of Middle East­
ern studies). Whatever internal 
price Ajami may pay for these and 
other slanders, he seems unintimi­
dated and undaunted. 

WHICH BRINGS us to chis book, a 
four-part inquiry into the past quar­
ter-century's experience with the 
"intellecrual edifice of secular na­
tionalism and modernity" in the 

- ----------

COMMENTARY MARCH 1998 

Arab world. In individual chapters, 
Ajami traces the biography of an 
Iraqi-born intellectual, Khalil Hawi, 
whom he takes as symptomatic of 
his age; assesses the impact of the 
Iranian revolution; surveys Egyptian 
public life; and interprets the re­
sponse of Arab intellectuals to the 
idea of peace with Israel. 

The recurrent theme of The. 
Dream Palace of the Arabs is hope 
mistaken, faith misplaced. Thus, 
we learn here that Khalil Hawi, his 
expectations of a secular millenni­
um bitterly disappointed, ended by 
committing suicide in 1982. As for 
the Iranian revolution, spearhead­
ed by the Ayatollah Khomeini, it led 
to a dead end, while in the Iraqi bid 
for Kuwait in 1990, Arab national­
ism "hatched a monster." Egypt's 
own experience with revolution, 
under Gama! Abdel Nasser, "ran 
aground." Finally, the Oslo accords 
between Israel and the PLO degen­
erated into "a grim wave of terror" 
against Israeli citizens. Recurrently, 
Ajami writes, "What Arabs had said 
about themselves, the history they 
had written, and the truths they had 
transmitted to their progeny led 
down a blind alley." 

To MY taste, the early chapters of 
this book, in which Ajami uses po­
ets and intellectuals to represent the 
political currents of their era, seem 
a bit contrived. As the book goes 
along, however, the argument be­
comes increasingly direct, and 
nowhere more so than in the re­
markable final chapter, "The Or­
phaned Peace,'' where Ajami ad­
dresses what went wrong in the 
Arab-Israel negotiations. 

"No sooner had the peace of 
Oslo" been announced in the Arab 
world, he writes in that chapter, 
"than the new battle began, the fear 
of Israeli military supremacy now 
yielding to the specter oflsraeli cul­
tural hegemony." Although a few 
Arab intellectuals stood against the 
tide, the great majority of the edu­
cated elite saw in Oslo "not their 
peace but the rulers' peace." In fact, 
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the peace process had the surpris­
ing effect of making Arab writers, 
journalists, and professors even 
more implacable in their enmity to­
ward Israel, for that enmity re­
mained the "one truth that could 
not be bartered or betrayed, the one 
sure way back to the old fidelities." 

Ajami ascribes much importance 
to the fact that the Arab intellectual 
class rejected Oslo. For though this 
class might not govern, "it structured 
a moral universe that hemmed in the 
rulers and limited their options." 
Bereft of the support of "the most 
articulate sections of the society," 
the rulers of Egypt,Jordan, and oth­
er countries found they could not sell 
the idea of peace at home. Although 
he pays homage to those leaders 
"who dared break with the culture's 
prohibitions," as well as to the few 
businessmen "eager for a new order 
of things," Ajarni sees them losing 
out in the end to "the centurions of 
Arab political orthodoxy." 

Ajami's attempt co explain the 
seemingly perverse attraction of Arab 
intellectuals to failure is sobering: 

In an Arab political history lit­
tered with thwarted dreams, lit­
tle honor would be extended to 
pragmatists who knew the limits 
of what could and could not be 
done. The political culture of na­
tionalism reserved its approval 
for those who led ruinous cam­
paigns in pursuit of impossible 
quests. 

Extremism and failure, in oth­
er words, beget more of the same. 
And so The Dream Palace of the Arabs 
closes on a forlorn note: "The day 
had not come for the Arab political 
imagination to steal away from Is­
rael and to look at the Arab reality, 
to behold its own view of the kind 
of world the Arabs wanted for them­
selves." IfFouad Ajami is right, Arab 
intellectual life will continue to ex­
alt irrationality and to honor ag­
gression for some time to come. We 
may not like this, but, having read 
The Dream Palace of the Arabs, we 
can at least begin to understand it. 
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