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Ken Seigneurie1

Chiasmus on Masculinity in Rashid al-Daif’s
How the German Came to His Senses
(Paper presented at the Modern Language Association Annual Convention:
Philadelphia, December 2006)

I have a sitcom screenplay I want to pitch to a Hollywood producer but
since I don’t know any, you’ll have to do. Here we go. There’s this 50-something
Arab heterosexual male born and raised in the mountains of Lebanon and living
in Beirut, accepts to spend six weeks in gay Berlin where he must work cheekby-jowl with a 30-something member of the sophisticated Berlin gay community.
Lots of Arab-in-the West hijinks. What do you think? “No,” you say, “What about
the second season?” OK, the German, who is in this decades-long relationship
with a man 37 years his senior, comes to Beirut for three weeks, and the
intercultural antics continue but this time it’s a German in the Arab world. How
about that? “No,” again. “You need a serious subtext for the third and following
seasons.” OK, this gay German I’ve been telling you about falls in love in Beirut
with . . . a woman, impregnates her then and there – or thinks he does – and
returns to Berlin. Can’t get her out of his mind. They try again, miscarriage, then
another try and at last the woman conceives and gives birth to a girl. All this
time, the gay German is still living with the 70-something gay partner who
happens to be Jewish into the bargain. Lived through all kinds of horrors, is very
kind, can’t be abandoned. The young German has a dilemma. Eventually resolves
it by splitting his time between both households and everybody is happy in the
pomo family. Will you buy it? What if you could bill it as a true story?
Here’s how it happened. Under the auspices of the German “East-West
Divan” programl, the Lebanese novelist, Rashid al-Daif, went to Germany for six
weeks in Fall 2003 where he met and worked closely with a German writer,
Joachim Helfer. Afterwards, Helfer returned the visit to Beirut in Spring 2004 for
a further three weeks of joint lecturing and work in common. Each was
encouraged to write about his experiences in the program as a way of
concretizing the dialogue they had undertaken. Al-Daif, with Helfer’s blessing,
wrote a 90-page novelized biography of his German counterpart in Arabic,
translated as How the German Came Back to His Senses. After Helfer approved
the publication of al-Daif’s book in Arabic, he wrote a response in German that
was only slightly shorter. The German publisher, Suhrkamp, brought both texts
out some three months ago in German within the covers of the same book. In
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this paper, I will not treat the controversy, not to say scandal, surrounding the
publication of this book in German. Nor will I treat Helfer’s response. Instead, I
will concentrate on al-Daif’s text in the effort to explore its contribution to
dialogue between the Arab world and Germany, especially in the realm of gender
and sexuality.
Dialogue, according to al-Daif, means the exchange of viewpoints. Unlike
debate, it does not seek to determine the stronger or weaker argument, nor, like
negotiation, does it seek to achieve a consensus. It is simply an effort to
articulate one’s own point of view and to understand that of someone else. As
such, dialogue is far more daunting since it does not depend on externally
verifiable results – winners and losers or consensus and agreement. And the
most difficult part is, of course, understanding the interlocutor’s point of view.
How the German Came to His Senses is an object lesson in overcoming the
obstacles that lie in the path of genuine understanding. In this paper, I will
identify this text’s implicit rhetorical strategy for interiorizing an alien subject
position without necessarily adopting it as one’s own. Al-Daif does not make the
job easy for himself. Most intercultural encounters take place over a common
interest or point of identity that ensures a minimum of good will. Sure, both alDaif and Helfer are writers but they swim in vastly different literary
environments. And not only is one straight and the other gay; one is a product of
the Arab world, the other of Europe; one is from a working class background, the
other from the haute bourgeoisie; one is in his fifties, the other in his thirties. Et
cetera. Moreover, al-Daif chose to write honestly about that very aspect of Helfer
that he found most alienating: his homosexuality. He took advantage of Helfer’s
offer to use his real name as well as his own name in an effort to ensure that this
short book would be received as a contribution to actual dialogue. Yet the result
is a novelized biography since some episodes have been added and the account
of the actual encounter has at times been modified.
It was a risky experiment from the start. For one thing, it would be difficult
to overestimate the challenge of writing sympathetically about homosexuality in
the Arab world. Indeed, can anybody think of a single modern Arab literary
treatment of the topic that is not one-dimensional? Al-Daif, an Arab writing for
an Arab audience, has written about it, neither derisively nor as one who seeks
to ignore difference to achieve a false sense of unity, but as one who seeks to
explore the possibility of genuine understanding among people who share little in
common. He writes therefore from a frankly heterosexual Arab male standpoint
with no bridge to the German gay community other than his desire to understand
it. I look at it as something of an acid test for intercultural understanding.
Wittingly or no, al-Daif employs a method in his task. It consists of initially
recognizing the depth of the split between Germany and the Arab world on the
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question of homosexuality. The narrator Rashid, who must be distinguished from
the author Rashid al-Daif if one is to avoid an impoverishing reduction of the
text’s social relevance, notes that Germany has legally and socially accepted gay
lifestyles for decades, whereas in the Arab world they remain illegal. He refuses,
moreover, to fudge the issue by claiming that the Arab laws are outdated and
ignored. Indeed, the narrator allies himself with popular attitudes: “For us, the
homosexual act is disgraceful, shameful and must be suppressed. It’s a crime
punishable by law. Homosexuals are called perverts and their practices are
considered sex acts against nature”. He also refuses to deny his own
homophobia, stressing that he sees it as a threat to the heterosexuality of young
people and admitting that he worried constantly about his son’s sexual
orientation while the latter lived in France, a country ostensibly more tolerant
than Lebanon of homosexuality.
So part of Rashid’s effort to understand the other consists of initially
recognizing maximal alienation and admitting one’s own role in its construction.
Next, he goes so far as to exaggerate his anxiety, fretting over his first meeting
with Joachim:
I must be cautious from the beginning, clear from the beginning, dissuasive
from the beginning in such a way that boundaries are drawn from our very first
meeting and that each of us stays within them! Because some gay men don’t
remain within their limits and don’t hesitate to disturb others, especially when
you consider that I’m a hairy man – even if I don’t have a mustache to show for
it. I say this in all candor and without a qualm.
True, he has admitted to being in thrall to stereotypes about homosexuality,
but the anxiety displayed in this passage seems just a bit much. It marks the
next stage in his rhetoric of understanding. The exaggerated anxiety is a way of
defamiliarizing popular beliefs. If a little homophobia seems so natural, a bit
more should be all right. And, indeed, there are readers who will say, “Yes, he’s
right! Homosexuals do overstep their limits!” just as others will claim, “The
narrator is extremely homophobic!” For still others, however, this litmus test is
beside the point. These readers will see the narrator set himself up as the butt of
gentle irony as if he were saying, “Look, where our attitudes lead us!” By slightly
exaggerating his convictions, Rashid exposes them as just potentially ridiculous.
He demonstrates that they are not the positive pole of a reified binary but fall
somewhere in a web of convictions that also contains paranoia. This does not
mean that he can, or even desires to, extricate himself, only that his convictions
are relative, not absolute values. Thus, having no sooner established in the
opening pages of the book his distance from homosexuality, Rashid makes an
oblique move to bridge the difference by exposing the contingency of his own
views..
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In another discursive context, the irony in this passage might seem
caricatural, but following the narrator’s admission of his homophobia and his
assurance that he is speaking with candor, it is just plausible that he actually
believes body hair drives gay men wild. Al-Daif never telegraphs his irony.
Indeed, numerous readers of both the Arabic original and the German translation
fail to see it as ironic. Such delicate equivocation between candor and self-irony
is a hallmark of al-Daif’s writing dating back to his war novels in which, for
example, the narrator (again “Rashid”) obstinately insists on understanding his
torturers’ point of view (The Side of Innocence) to such an extent that one halfwonders uneasily whether the narrator is not a masochist. Later in the text
before us today, when Rashid admits to tugging his sleeves to conceal the hair
on his wrists in front of Joachim as a women would tug her skirt to avoid exciting
unwanted interest, the effect is both downright campy and again just barely
plausible but it would take an exceptionally literal-minded reader to detect no
irony at all.
Following such an exaggeration, one might expect a repentant vision of
homosexuality such as at the end of a sitcom when the scales fall from the Arab
homophobe’s eyes before a bright new world of alternative lifestyles. What we
get, however, are three brief sketches from the narrator’s memory of gay men
he has known. Two out of the three are French; one died of AIDS in the 1980s
and all are depicted as sexually voracious and barely able to control themselves.
Though the narrator admits to not knowing much about gay lifestyles, these
vignettes do reveal another layer of convictions. Then comes the body hair again
– how all these men are excited by mustaches, chest hair and the “animality”
that it supposedly betokens. It is an ironic exaggeration but again in order to
cast into relief and relativize difference, not quash it.
Rashid’s exposure of his own obstacles to accepting homosexuality is the
backdrop of his encounter with Joachim. When they meet, the pair enjoy a good
rapport. It marks the next stage in the rhetoric of understanding. Here, Rashid
frankly expresses to his colleague his views on homosexuality: the putative
obsession with sex, the ephemerality and mere titillation of gay relations, the
absence of female tenderness, the filth and insalubriousness of a wholly
masculine environment, and its social sterility. In response, Joachim is depicted
as a patient and honest explicator. Their activities together in Berlin are a
positive experience. Joachim explains to him that sex is not generally the
uppermost thing for people – gay or straight – in Europe, and Rashid experiences
this when he regards women appreciatively in Berlin and is made to feel like a
lecher. Joachim also shows him through his twenty-year-long relationship with
his partner that gay relations are not essentially ephemeral. And when Rashid
sees their immaculate and impeccably decorated apartment in Berlin, he is
forced to revise his ideas on hygiene. Moreover, Joachim’s gentle and generous
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partner, embodies exemplary tenderness. In all these ways, Rashid’s boldness in
asking difficult questions comes with the corrolary that he be courageous enough
to interiorize responses that do not fit his categories of perception. In this way,
he comes to acquire a deeper understanding of Joachim. He learns that
Joachim’s relationship with his life-long partner is a lot like that of a straight
couple, complete with commitments, obligations, temptations, and infidelities.
In learning to appreciate the human as opposed to specifically gay
passions, frustrations and yearnings in Joachim, Rashid succeeds in
understanding the alien subject position. Yet again, however, understanding
reveals other still unresolved problems for Rashid. The visit to the gay couple’s
apartment coreects numerous misunderstandings but it provokes in him a
concern for the social implications of institutionalized homosexuality, which
Rashid distinguishes from the right to gay self-expression. Again, the same
rhetoric of understanding unfolds: 1) recognizing maximum difference, 2)
defamiliarizing one’s own viewpoint, 3) frankly expressing this viewpoint and
listening to that of the other, which no longer seems so strange; and, 4)
understanding the plausibility of the alien position. In this turn of the dialectic, he
muses about demographic crisis and the vitality of societies:
Of course, I’m not saying that the decline in Germany’s birthrate is due to
homosexuality; rather that the legalization of homosexuality goes hand in hand
with this situation.
Here again, events will eventually respond to the frank expression of his
point of view and it will be up to him to demonstrate the courage to understand
them on their own terms.
But first, when the activities of the exchange program bring Joachim to
Beirut, Rashid feels compelled to put Joachim in contact with women, preferably
those who resemble boys. The reader wonders whether this is not an instance of
the heterosexual overstepping his limits, of trying to impose his views on the gay
man as he had feared the gay man would do. Rashid’s effort may seem intrusive
– a Rocky Horror Picture Show in reverse. Yet here, precisely, is where dialogue
as the interiorization of the other’s viewpoint is most crucial. Can it occur without
an intrusive aspect, a personal crisis? Rashid, I have tried to argue, succeeds in
understanding the other only because he demonstrates the courage to undergo
this crisis, to interiorize other beliefs – to let himself be intruded upon. By the
same token, he asumes that Joachim possesses the same desire. Yet Joachim
seems to care not at all whether Rashid actually questions his own
heterosexuality. He employs what Rashid calls a different “alphabet,” the social
codes of Western liberal ideology – freedom of conscience, the autonomy of
desire, and absence of social coercion. Accordingly, he cannot accept to be
imposed upon and we suspect that Rashid’s appeal to drop this defense is
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perceived as intrusive from the liberal humanist standpoint. Which leaves open
the question of what the liberal humanist “rhetoric of understanding” would look
like.
The shift to Beirut, a city “chock-full of young men,” puts Joachim in close
contact with the city’s gay community. So it comes as one of life’s little plot
twists when we learn suddenly that Joachim, for the first time in twenty years,
makes love with a woman. Nor is it a one-night fling. He is determined to father
a child by her, and she shares his commitment. Thus to Rashid’s concern about
the demographic consequences of homosexuality, events respond by modifying
the definition of “family.” Yet just as Rashid himself does not fundamentally
change his beliefs as a result of the encounter, nor does Joachim. The solution to
the problem of Joachim’s commitment to his partner of twenty years is to split
his time between both households. By the end of the narrative, Joachim is a gay
man who is now also also a father. And Rashid is a straight Arab who now better
understands the gay German. Not quite a sitcom ending perhaps, but an
important expansion of consciousness through an identifiable rhetoric of
understanding.
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Abbas Beydoun (translated from Arabic by Hisham Ashkar)

Rashid's story

Rashid al Daif: my German friend
As Safir (Beirut) September 22, 2006
"The Return of the German to his Reason" is a title that reminds us of a classical
erotic book; it contributes, as other Arabic books of this genre, to the erotic
education. I guess that Rashid al Daif chose it with total awareness of the old
title, and he chose it deliberately, and in a way to contradict the first title.
Rashid's book is not about the erotic education, but it's aiming for something else
and for revealing this, it's better to go back to his book.
As for the book, it's not only a novel nor a study, it's not totally a personal
biography or non-biography, it's not only a mix of this and that, it's a narration
less than a novel, and an approach less than a study, and a partial biography,
and the winner from all that is, at least, literature. Literature could come from
the weakest way as from its strongest, and Rashid's book is not a biography as
much as it's a "commenting" biography.
He follows totally a secondary biography, it's a turning point in a biography, and
we don't know who's the narrator, the subject or the self. Imagine a biography of
what is not happening to you, and for what is not in your life, so it will be
Rashid's novel. Rashid met a German homosexual novelist in a German program.
And this alone was an experience. Homosexuality in Rashid's life is only an event
just by this degree, it's neither his life nor his experience, but in a way it
becomes, with his homosexual colleague, an experience. I don't know if it was an
experience just with the "other", the "different". Meeting Joachim Helfer, awoke
in Rashid what he thought never existed in him. It's a story with what he is not
and never could be, it's his story with what is neither his story nor his life. It's a
story we don't think it exists, because if it does, the life of a person and "himself"
will diverge in many ways he knows nothing about, but it appears for him in the
end that he's living a different life with a different self. I don't know if Rashid
went so far, but he searched for his "homosexual" biography. It means that he
searched for his thoughts and responses towards homosexuality, and found
plenty of things, or just enough for what this book contains.
His homosexual German friend found, while he was in Lebanon, a German
woman so he slept with her, and she had a girl from him; in this case,
homosexuality shows a contradictory face, but it doesn't deny itself, it goes far
beyond itself. As for Rashid, who felt betrayed, that his German friend took him
to what he can't handle in his "not life" novel, he transferred his complaint to the
title of the book "The Return of the German to his Reason". A nearly revengeful
title, though all the novel was written with a mathematical curiosity, and a nearscientific spirit of discovery. I guess those kind of meetings don't lack of a certain
conflict. And the title is an attestation that Rashid won over the German
homosexual and put him back in his place.
Rashid and Joachim agreed on telling the story, each one from his point of view.
But the German after reading the translation of Rashid's text, decided to
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comment on it and discuss it. Rashid's novel and Joachim's comments were to be
published in one book by "Suhrkamp" a famous German publishing house, which
took care of publishing it and taking it up in its catalogue.
When Rashid and I arrived to Berlin, one of his worries was to see the book; one
day I met him, he had a gloomy face, he knew that Joachim cut his text to
pieces and commented on it. His text became scattered, something an author,
any author, would never want to happen to his work. It hurts deeply the
narcissism of the author, and shows him his body as shrapnels in a broken
mirror. Rashid asked for an advice from anyone he knows, once twice, even
more, no answer really convinced him, he had the option not to sign the
contract, and to declare he has no relation with the book, but it's also a risk, and
it's a "kind of disappearing", not less nightmarish then the "shrapneling". They,
all, advised him to carry on with the book. Mohamad Arkoun told him, that the
book in this way is imprisoned and easier for the reader, and that's "ok" as the
book retains its unity in its original language; as for me, what happened is
similar to a car accident, Rashid doesn't have a relation with it, and he has to
accept the consequences. A lot was said, but no one advised Rashid not to sign.
So he signed on everyone's responsibility, after he got a promise from the
publishing house, to post the entire book on their website and the printed copy
would mention that.
After signing the contract, he received parts of the Arabic translation of the
German text, among them a paragraph where Joachim talks of the visit to the
Jewish Museum. And all what Rashid had in mind is asking for the number of
people exterminated during the holocaust, and when he knew it's six millions, al
Daif wondered and asked for the number of German Jews. He was answered less
than 600 000, Rashid was more astonished, how to get 6 millions out of 600
000, not forgetting all who went to Israel. Joachim left Rashid with his accounts,
after he realized that it is all what Rashid's prepared to, and went in a hurry to
his Jewish boyfriend to weep in his arms, he wouldn't discuss with Rashid in such
an important issue and he preferred to talk with him in more easy and more
"prepared to" matters, like sex. Then Joachim mentioned that Rashid took him to
Khyam camp where he saw two memorials for two martyrs died under torture,
he saw this and didn't find it as annihilation, but Rashid never asked him to show
him memorials for the Jewish detainees and victims in berlin.
It was a strange text, it inspires, from nothing, anti-Semitism, with a novel trick,
Rashid's question concerning numbers becomes insensibility, more over, hatred.
And if you compare Rashid's question to Joachim crying in his friend's arms, the
difference will appear, not to mention the digression, from nothing too, that
Rashid didn't ask him to take him to Jewish victims memorials while he took him
to Khyam to show him similar memorials. From nothing, or from a novelistic
distortion of totally neutral things (question of numbers) and rhetoric games
(comparison between weeping and the number question, memorials of Khyam
and not asking for similar memorials) it can be suggest that this Arab (Rashid al
Daif) is surely Anti-Semitic, and he'll be also hostile towards homosexuality, this
is what you expect from an Arab. It's a cliché of an Arab, as Michael Kleeberg
said, and everyone will believe it. This time I didn't think of an "accident".
There's clearly a conscious arrangement. We didn't know German, but now we
can understand, that Joachim's comments are kind of boxing. He made the book
his, through the cutting process, and chose to turn it into a battle, and to strike
where the result is guaranteed. By the insinuation of Anti-Semitism, he just

10
wanted an easy and sure win. In a country like Germany nobody will think a lot
about this stamp. Once it's suggested, it will become true, especially for an arab.
I felt personally that I'm concerned, and that Joachim's attitude is disparaging,
and it can only be explained through the cliché of an Arab. I gave Rashid a hard
time. That insinuation in the current German literature is very grave. For Michael
(another German friend) it was grave too. But the worst is that what was written
includes Jewish or German superiority constructed illusions, it had a lot of
discrimination, superiority and prejudice. Rashid protested, he felt betrayed; he
left Joachim to do whatever he wants. He hid behind German language to launch
a war against Rashid. He made the book, as his, and gave himself the final word,
and above all, this stamp. There's antipathy, aggression and forgery too.
I was standing in the hotel lobby, when Joachim came to meet Rashid, who was
beside me, both of them continued discussing the subject. I couldn't hold myself,
I intervened, I told Joachim that this is defamation, you are insinuating from
nothing for a big case, like Anti-Semitism, Joachim said the German literature is
not a literature of insinuation, the Arabic literature is a literature of insinuation.
I went mad, in his response there's only disparaging, the German literature was
(in a weird point of view) a literature of truth, while insinuation, which is
suggestion and maybe fabrication is reserved for Arabic literature. I told him
what do you know about Arabic literature to say that, I read most of the greatest
germans authors works, and I don't allow myself to make such a trial. It's
discrimination, it's a malicious intention, just to win over Rashid in a dirty way,
Joachim was surprised, and I heard him saying before heading to a press
conference with Rashid: I'm not racist.
Rashid defended himself abundantly during the press conference, and also during
a mutual reading at the international literature fair, as for me I had to explain in
a political seminar with my partner Michael Kleeberg that Israel, which is
considered in the west as a modern and democratically state, is the state that
destroys the only two democracies in the region (Lebanon and palestine) and
treats the democratic elected MPs as outlaws and kidnaps them in broad day
light, and that it is the last remaining form of colonialism in the world, and
discriminates one quarter of its population (the arab Israelis). Lot of people
discussed, but, amazingly, no one accused me of anti-Semitism.
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Samir Grees (translated from Arabic by Hisham Ashkar)

Rashid al-Daif brings "the German back to his Reason" and
Joachim Helfer directs to him "the fatal blow"

Two authors, a Lebanese and a German in an
unbalanced "duel"
Al Hayat (London/Beirut) 2006 Nov 8
In the aftermath of 9/11 events, the German project "west-east diwan", which
aimed for a dialogue between German authors and their colleagues in the Arab
world, Iran and Turkey, saw the light. We get knowledge of the "diwan" after
several Arab authors and their German colleagues exchanged visits, and
seminars were held in Cairo, Beirut, Rabat, Berlin, Munich and Stuttgart. The
project, till now, gathered well known names in the Arab world (Edouard alKharrat, Abbas Beydoun, Rachid al-Daif, Abdallah Zrika, Miral al-Tahawi … ) and
less famous ones in Germany (Martin Mosebach, Michael Kleeberg, Joachim
Helfer, Ulrike Draesner, Marica Bodrožic … ). And regardless some minor
exceptions, we notice that all Arab participants are older -sometimes 30 years
difference- than their German associates. Did the organizers found only young
Germans enthusiastic enough for the project? And how can a literature dialogue
be done in the absence of translated texts? On which subjects would the authors
exchange their views? Answers to these questions, the Arab reader may find
them in Rachid al-Daif's book "the return of the german to his reason" (Riyad elRayess, 2006) in which he tells about his experience in the "diwan" and his
meeting with the young novelist Joachim Helfer (the homosexual).
Joachim Helfer had the opportunity to read "Dear Mr. Kawabata" in German, or
"To Hell with Meryl Streep" in French, while Rachid al-Daif had to content with a
chapter from one of the young German author's novels, translated into Arabic
especially for the "diwan". And because the literature text was not the basis in
the cultural exchange, nothing was left but interests in the person, his life,
tendencies and basic instincts. That's what al-Daif wrote about in "the Return of
the German to his Reason".
No doubt the book honestly tries to approach the homosexuality subject, which is
still a taboo in our conservative Arab societies, and what is nice in the text is that
al-Daif doesn't issue moral judgment, nor condemns, but tries to understand and
to discover this totally strange world for an author whose society "celebrates
masculinity and glorifies it". The Lebanese author keeps on questioning his
capability in "reading" his associate, with his "alphabet" of which he knows it
differs from the German's "alphabet". But what is annoying in "the Return of the
German to his Reason" is the text's restrictedness, starting with the title, on
Helfer's sexual tendencies, and then of the return of "reason" to him after having
an intimate relationship with a female German journalist in Beirut. Although the
"madness" came back to the German on his way back to Berlin, al'Daif saw in
this Beirut experience "a turning point in the German author's life" and that's
why he was enthusiastic to write about it. Al-Daif's text frankly discuss some
widespread stereotype judgments on homosexuals in the Arab world, but, and
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throughout 90 pages, he didn't mention one word related to his colleague as an
author and novelist, he never talked about literature or intellectual discussions
they had. Joachim Helfer was reduced to "the homosexual" who had no other
dimensions. It appears clearly in one of the book's scene, when al-Daif meets the
Egyptian intellectual Nasr Hamid Abu Zeid in Berlin, and talks about the "diwan",
and when Abu Zeid asks for the name of his associate, al-Daif answers in just
two words: "homosexual author"!
The reader can't see in al-Daif's text as a frank attempt to accept Helfer as he is,
but notices an overwhelming joy with "the Return of the German to his Reason",
which pushes the Lebanese novelist to celebrate his colleague and prepares him
a wedding dinner-party after he had met a woman. The book wasn't totally
enlightening, but it was honest, and he didn't hide his prejudgment nor his
society's stereotype images.
When Joachim Helfer red the translation of al-Daif's book, he decided to respond,
well the book, first and last, is about his person; also sex is a main issue in both
authors' writings. But the German novelist wasn't innocent at all in dealing with
his Lebanese colleague's text. His intention was hypocrite, when he chose the
form, in which the book was recently released to the German public under the
title: "Homosexualisation of the World" by the famous Suhrkamp publishing
house. Helfer didn't want to leave al-Daif's text as it is to reply on it, but divided
it into paragraphs, and commented on each paragraph. He always had the final
word. Was the German book -in this way- "the most serious contribution in the
ethical conflict between east and west", as acknowledged the poet Joachim
Sartorius in his annotation?
Starting from the first sentence, Helfer in his response uses a sarcastic tone
nearly mocking his colleague, considering what al-Daif did was merely "to fulfill
his task", since the project requires from participants to record their impressions
and thoughts about the journey. Despite that: let us consider the book as a
dialogue, or a debate, or even a duel. Among the basic rules that should be
available is to give both sides an equal opportunity to talk, respond and
comment. Joachim Helfer deprived al-Daif from this right. He took his text and
cut it into pieces as he liked and then responded at it. Helfer's response was
elaborated, usually longer than the original text, and the response mainly tended
to generalize and to lecture the retardation of the "traditional" view on the
"sexual identity". The German author started his conversation based on a unique
reference, the European cultural reference, which Helfer believes is universal,
while al-Daif's text was "open", and constantly questioning. Helfer answered in a
definitive way. And his response is full of condemnations and generalizations.
Rachid wrote with compassion and love, and Joachim ridiculed and taught. The
book turns to an East-West conflict over homosexuality, and the attitude of
"Arabs" and "Arabic culture" towards it. A subject is important, indeed, but
requires a real dialogue, not lectures given with superiority from an author that
doesn't leave the chance for others to respond. Helfer's text is full of
contemplations and details worth to be red and discussed (unfortunately, the
option of reading the book and discuss it, will not be available for the Arab
reader, it's too much "daring" for our current culture to handle).
Another problem in Helfer's text is his tendency to confirm the image of the
"retarded virile Arab", "the oppressor of homosexuals and women", the Arab who
hates culture (the Lebanese author in Helfer's text is loathing museum visits as it
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makes him exhausted, as for listening to classical musical it bores him, and he
only talks to his colleague about sex!) Helfer also confirms -consciously?- the
image of "the anti-Semitic Arab". In one of "the return of the German to his
reason" paragraph, al-Daif mentions visiting the Jewish Museum with Helfer, his
colleague was hesitant, he didn't accept al-Daif's suggestion to have dinner
together, then he accepted, but he went home immediately after dinner. Al-Daif
explained what happened, he didn't pay attention to the fact that his colleague is
in a "marital" relation which has its exigencies, and that he should have taken
this issue into consideration, and the reason for his forgetting was, that an
"intimate relation between two men, in my spontaneous education, should be in
secret not in public" (page 60 al-Daif's book) to this paragraph, the German
author replied in this way (page 145 and beyond, the German text) : truly he
was disturbed that day, but the reason was al-Daif's behavior in the Jewish
Museum which "thrives" from an "unbearable illiteracy". Why? Because al-Daif
while he was standing in front of one of the paintings asked for the number of
Jews killed during Nazi time, and when Helfer answered: 6 millions, al-Daif
wondered, and asked his colleague about the number of Jews in Germany at that
time. Helfer answered: around 600 thousands (in both Germany and Austria). AlDaif found it odd to speak of 6 millions, especially that a large number of them
immigrated to Israel. No doubt, that this issue particularly should be discussed
thoroughly between a son of the "perpetrators generation" in Germany and one
of the Arab authors who suffered Israel's wars on them. But instead of a mental
argumentation, Helfer escaped to emotional images, and talked of his Jewish
boyfriend and what he suffered from oppression - then he added: "if this is the
historical, political consciousness (of Rachid al-Daif) it's better to talk with him,
the rest of our meetings, about subjects that hurts no one , like sex!" like this,
no discussion, no arguing, but accusations and a "fatal blow" directed to the Arab
author in the heart of Berlin which lies underneath the heavy weight of the
historical guilt towards Jews.
The question suggesting itself when someone finishes reading
"Homosexualisation of the World": why the Lebanese author was content with
this form? On this question, al-Daif answered, in Berlin, that he was surprised by
the book being under publishing, so he accepted against his will, and the
agreement was to publish the comments after the whole original text. Helfer
didn't commit to the agreement, so why al-Daif accepted? And does a German
author accept the publishing of his book, translated in Arabic, and being
commented in this manner? And does the book in his German version really
serve the "dialogue between cultures"?

