Ameen Rihani: in potentia

Saadi Nikro

I want to suggest that there are two senses by which we can approach
Rihani in potentia. The first of which has to do with how the significance of
Rihani’s work develops through its reading. And as the reading of Rihani’s work
is interminable, its significance will always be drawn through its potential — a
potential that lies in the interaction between the writing of the work and its
reading. Of course its reading will always be constrained by the cultural
background locating, indeed enabling, one’s approach to the work, just as its
writing filters through the prism of Rihani’s disposition and intellectual
temperament.

[ use the word disposition advisedly, as the prefix dis contains the Latin
meaning of a splitting into two, of an irredeemable departure from the singular,
of the impossibility of ever returning to the same. Rihani’s disposition, we could
say — the disposition of his work, the developing interface of its reading and
writing — lies between two conceptually identifiable, open-ended entities —
Occident and Orient, West and East — two geographical, cultural spheres whose
difference, for Rihani, always remains curiously undecidable, whose difference
lies in potential.

The work of Rihani both embodies and articulates an experience of these
worlds, demonstrating how they are not so distinct as we may imagine, not so
distinct as more objectifying terms of reference may suggest. His work
embodies an experience of travelling across and between these worlds, a
reciprocating journey that does not assume either the Orient or the Occident as a
privileged lookout, or point of departure. Rihani’s Americanness, it seems to
me, filters through his efforts to understand his Arabness, just as the emerging
significance of his Arabness develops through his experience and learning of

North America. The work articulates this interactive experience by trying to
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make some sense of this difference, and in doing so gives us a certain
conceptual view informed by a will to self-understanding.

It is precisely the way in which Rihani transforms his experience of travel
between East and West into a journey of self-and other-understanding that
provides us with a less rigid assumption of cultural difference. Difference, it
seems, can only be decided through face-to-face contact, can only become
significant through the experience of mediation, can never be articulated through
indifference, can never be rendered knowable through static terms of reference.

In other words, Rihani’s work does not compose itself according to binary

differences between East and West — -eultural _and intellectual differenees; -

‘physical - and-emotienal—differemces;—spiritmtand—material--differences — but

foregrounds and questions the very basis by which such differences are rendered
hard facts. “By all means”, Rihani writes in his essay ‘The Mysticism of
Reality’, “we should begin with realities — at the very bottom of stern, bitter
realities. But are not the most obvious facts in life liquid or malleable? Is there
such a thing as a bald and finite reality, divested of all spiritual or moral or
social or physical associations™?'

The second sense of potentia, I’d like to point out, concerns his keen
appreciation of what we could call historicity, his peculiar understanding of
sense and meaning as a web of interactive forces that are constantly in process,
whereby whatever is inspired or perhaps desired in the name of the real has no
point of rest, and cannot be reduced to mere contemplation or else a form of
objective analytics. “Every reality”, Rihani writes in the same essay I just
quoted, “is in itself an undying source of mysterious growth and decay...Neither
good nor evil, in this sense, is a hard fact, but a liquid phenomenon™.?

This suggests an undeniable transitive dimension to the way in which
Rihani approaches both history and language — how history is implacably open-

ended, often surprising, to a large degree indeterminate, infinite in its potential;
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