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Seed of papaver somniferum, from Poppy: The Genus
Papaver, ed. Jeno Bernath, CRC Press, 1999, page 71.
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Pulverization and Auto-Genesis in
Monsters I [Chimeras and
Composite Production]
Mohammad-Ali Rahebi

June 19th, 2020

e aggregate as such is not a well-formed object; it seems

irrational to us. … we're all Pythagorians. We think only in

monadologies. (Serres, 1995)

Behold the Löwenmensch1, the Lion-Human, this most ancient of
monsters! The oldest form of the New, the earliest attempt at

producing something theretofore unseen, something unprecedented:
divine and awe-inspiring. Wonder of wonders, the head of a lion and
the body of a human: Lion-Human. And with this hyphen, with this

analysis, it comes so easily apart. The earliest moment of
monstrosity, the first incarnation of the monster: the chimera, the
hybrid, the composite. The New as a mere collage of the old. To
name it is to see its substance dissolve into borrowed parts. The

formula of the monster-as-chimera is a pseudo-linguistic formation
in terms of a syntactic juxtaposition: the head of a goat with the body

of a man, the body of a lion with three pairs of eagle wings and the
feet of a bull, etc.

The composite nature of the monster-as-chimera entails two main
consequences: in the first place it makes the monster a dependent
fabrication, who cannot be defined or described without invoking

the proper name of its creditors, e.g. Lion-Human. The second:
heterogeneous multiplicity. Being composed of different species, the

monster is, in its entirety, not entire. The chimera is not a whole,
homogeneous entity, a creature of genesis. It is fractured, sewn

together from different bodies, different times and spaces. We are
faced with an imagination which is, in the first place essentially a
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montage.

The creature thus created, the chimera, multiple without essence,
without substance, yearns for unity: to become a thing since (at least
until the end of the Leibnizian paradigm) that which is not a being is

not a being.2 The chimera is inherently unstable as it constantly
stands under the threat of dissolution, of being deciphered into its

components, the parts it has borrowed from “real” beings, from the
lion, the goat, the snake.

Perhaps the most obvious solution, and the one usually taken, is
“pulverization”: instead of creating a new being from combining

parts from two or three “natural” beings (or species), why not from
five, or ten? The eyes of a snake, the skin of the toad, the legs of the
panther, the skull of an eel, etc. The vague descriptions of Cthulhu
and its ilk are a rather good example as they have become more and
more complex over the decades. Other ready examples can be found

in Hollywood “creature features” and monster movies: the
conception of the Xenomorph in the Alien franchise is especially
illuminating here.3 The strategy is to make the atomic elements

smaller and smaller, so that the monster will appear as less and less of
a patchwork than made of whole, seamless cloth.

In this stage, the monster’s powers in invoking fear lies in its
becoming an unreadable cipher, unanalyzable; it must hide its parts,

its stitches, its debts, lest it be recognized for the borrowed,
patchwork mess that it still is. Compare:

"I cannot even hint what it was like, for it was a compound of all that
is unclean, uncanny, unwelcome, abnormal, and detestable. It was
the ghoulish shade of decay, antiquity, and desolation; the putrid,
dripping eidolon of unwholesome revelation; the awful baring of

that which the merciful earth should always hide.” (Lovecraft, 1984)

and,
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“I will not conceal his [Leviathan’s] parts” (Job 41:12)

and the difference between a hybrid-stage monster and a real
individual-species with a proper name becomes apparent.

The monster as the fragmented, composed/composite body is in its
uncategorizable form and without a proper name, without a “proper
body”, without a (legitimate) discourse and in a way still contingent,

temporal, and also impotent as in isolated and unable to reproduce. It
is a sum of heterogeneous parts, atomic units that are taken from

different entities which are in themselves possessing of a unity and
homogeneity by virtue of the proper names of their species. And yet
it is also a site of immense potential, a possibility of the emergence of

something radically new.

The monster, the composite body that has as its mode of being only
the accidental, must try to change its own history, its genealogy as a
contingent being and fashion for itself a new self-production, a new

beginning that is necessary, transcendental, and most of all natural. It
is in this creation of the second origin that the notion of genesis

comes to fore as the process that produces a new body and as such
necessitates a production process, which is the same as a

reproduction process (the origin is effaced in species).

This new genesis will allow the heterogeneous fractured monster
tries to become an independent (from the animals, etc. of whose

parts it is composed), homogeneous, and “real live” being. It requires
an act of “wonder,” divine or magical intervention of re-production
(or re-inscription). It needs to become a species, to erase its material

history and re-create, re-write itself as whole, natural, true, and
essential.4

The rough stitches that bind together the mismatched body-parts
stolen from corpses into Frankenstein’s “creature,” the nails that
serve as joints for little Pinocchio, omphalos, the mamalian navel
that shatters the human dream of godhood: reminders of being

9



Pages Pulverization And Auto-Genesis In Monsters I [Chimeras And Composite Production]

created, of being made and as such, contingent, not self-sufficient.
That is the problem of the monster, of the newly created trying to

become something, an entity, an individual. As Hans Jonas said, “only
those entities are individuals whose being is their own doing, and

thus, in a sense, their task” (Jonas, 1968).

Every new thing, every invention, in a word every monster, will try
to become something more than just a passing, contingent, unnamed
being. It will try to become a whole bigger and other than the sum of
its parts, to become a full body that is unengendered. As we will see in

more details in the subsequent parts of this series, there are many
approaches to achieving this unity and this essence and mythology,
literature, and pop culture provide us with many examples of such

efforts, whether they end in failure (Frankenstein’s creature) or
success (the rebellious sons in Freud’s myth of the Primal Father).

There are many forms of the New, of creativity and production. The
monstrous is simply the most emblematic (and perhaps most

problematizing) example of the New. The first moment of the
monster is the Chimera as composite where the New is formed as a

more or less obvious collage of the old, the similar, the already-
existing “natural.” In this stage, the monster’s development occurs as
an occluding of its dependent, created reality through dissembling its

composition and multiplicity while dreaming of a new body, of its
next moment.

 

References:

Jonas, Hans. "Biological Foundations of Individuality" in
International Philosophical Quarterly 8: 231-151. 1968.

Serres, Michel. Genesis, University of Michigan Press,
1995.
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Lovecraft, Howard Philips, “The Outsider” in S. T. Joshi ed
e Dunwich Horror and Others, Arkham House Publisher,
1984.

 

1
The Löwenmensch of Hohlenstein-Stadel, a roughly 40,000-year old statue and

considered the earliest example of a chimera or hybrid being.

2
The famous maxim of Leibniz, establishing his monadological philosophy.

3
The reader is refered to the interviews and behind-the-scenes documentaries from both

the original Ridley Scott Alien and Alien: Resurrectio n where the “natural inspirations”

behind the monster’s appearance are discussed.

4
Compare this with tribal origin myths and their function in creating the “primitive”
society’s identity as a whole. We will come back to this when re-reading Freud’s Ur-

myth of the Primal Father and his sons.

: :
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Lion-man of the Hohlenstein-Stadel, Baden-
Württemberg, Germany, 40,000 years old, Ulmer

Museum.
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Conversation 1-Writing As
Translation, Translation as
Writing
Pages, Saleh Najai, Nima Parzham

March 8th, 2019

Saleh Najafi: I started translation from editing around 2001. My
uncle was a translator and since at that time I was studying Persian
literature, he would give me his translations and I would edit the

Persian text and compare it with its original English. One time my
uncle decided to send back a book which was suggested to him by a
publisher. I was tempted to read the book and translate it myself. It
was an almost hundred-page book in political philosophy titled On

Tolerance by Michael Walzer. The book contained very few
quotations. Some thinkers were mentioned in the book, but unlike

the convention of theoretical books, there were no paragraphs
quoted directly from other writers or books; you can say it had a

consistent prose. I began translating the book in the following way: I
wrote my first suggestion for each sentence. Then I wrote the words
and phrases that I had doubt about under them. Sometimes for each

sentence I had five options. I did not reach a good sentence in my
head, rather I wrote down on paper all the options that crossed my

mind and chose one from them. I read the chosen sentence to myself
to see whether its rhythm was good enough or not. Translation was

strangely interwoven with writing. Therefore, I spent almost one
year for a hundred-page book and I constructed each and every

sentence of it. The final result was not very satisfactory, but I could
say that finally I had translated a book and my name was now on the

cover of a book; I thought I was somebody else with another
identification card in my hand.

My second experience was a book called Identity Crises by Robert G.
Dunn. It was a criticism of postmodernity written in the 1990s. The
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author was an American who had presented a kind of outline of all
the present theories up to that point. He believed that there was a

lack in the social critique of postmodernity. He also had a theoretical
proposal which was a synthesis of Judith Butler’s theory of

“Performativity” and George Herbert Mead’s “Social Pragmatism”.
The final chapter of the book had a fascinating title, Redeeming the

Subject, which could be translated in Persian as “absolving” or “paying
off” the human subject. At the end, I translated it as “Saving the

Subject”. The subject, on one hand, has a performative character and
is constituted by discursive processes, and on the other hand, it has a
social and tripartite nature based on the relations between me, you,
and the other. This book was exactly the opposite of the first book I

had translated. It was full of references to various people and
traditions with various prose styles and writings. My personal

experience changed a great deal there. For the second book, I started
collecting or archiving many texts in Persian language which were

related to the topics discussed in the book. I even gathered
newspapers in which by chance I noticed Persian translations from

theoretical and quasi-theoretical postmodern texts. I thought I could
find in newspapers equivalents for some words or understand a

certain concept better. Here something new happened to me. You
are translating a book into your own particular prose, but in the

book you eventually deliver to the reader, there are numerous voices
and proses with different styles and rhythms, and this diversity was
not just due to diversity in prose in the source language. Without

institutional and academic background and with different
motivations and abilities, Persian translators for some time were

engaged in translating texts which were mostly related to
postmodernism. So I had to create a prose which had a relation with

these previous translations of these texts; I had to create a fairly
harmonious, homogenous, and to some extent “meaningful” unity
out of that diversity – or better say “chaos”. Four translators would

used four different equivalents for a single word which all are
supposed to refer to the same theoretical system. What should a
translator do with all these equivalents? My second experience in
translation was an experiment in subsuming different rhythms –
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rhythms which were also not reliable – within a single translation
and framework. This experience included searching for all kinds of
quotations in Persian – and interestingly the title of the book was

“Identity Crises”.

However, the decisive moment in my translations dates back to 2004
when the Idea Desk in Sharq newspaper had become a place in which

one could define a line of thought for oneself. It was also a place
where one would think if I wrote something there or my name was

mentioned there, I would join a big community of leftist and
progressive intellectuals or people who imagine and wish that ideas
would effectively change reality. Since Sharq was a daily newspaper,
every week you expected some new theoretical event. There was a

small group to whom I taught history of philosophy. In those years I
had almost no access to the internet, so I asked one of my students to
see what he could find online for me about this philosopher named

Alain Badiou who was introduced in Sharq and whose thoughts
seemed to contain all our questions and concerns. He found an
interview with Badiou called On Evil and an article by Edmond

Wright in which Badiou was mentioned. I translated this interview
in one night. Reading each and every sentence of that interview, I

had the feeling that something important was happening to me. I felt
if I wanted to take a position on something, I would probably say it
in in his words. The important thing was that never in my previous
translations had I thought I could read a sentence and immediately
reach a translation for it. I used to think I have to make a sentence

several times to reach the final sentence. This did not happen in that
night. Every sentence that crossed my mind was like I had said it

before in English and now I was writing it in Persian. This
experience was almost never repeated itself. In the morning when

the translation was complete, I told myself that last night was
different from all the other nights of my life. I thought I must

translate in this way, i.e. to assume that the text I am reading has
been written by me in another language and now that I am writing it
in Persian I would not have been able to write it if I had not read it in
English. It is as if one could translate one’s own words. That specific
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night determined all my life as a translator. That night a new
thought, a new idea, grew in my mind: that night I experienced a

specific form of writing which might be called “writing as
translation” or “translation as writing”. From that point on, I told

myself that there are a series of writings whose inscription is a duty
or vocation for me. In other words, I am obliged to write something,
but I can only actualize it through translating. I should produce a text
which has nothing redundant. My criteria for removing redundancy

was to write in a way as if I was translating, because when one is
translating, one feels responsible for each word or phrase which one

adds to the original text. Later I came across a sentence in the
introduction of the English translation of Gravity and Grace by

Simone Weil. In the introduction of that book, Gustave Thibon, a
priest who was a close friend of Simone Weil, recounts a letter

written by Weil to him. She said in the letter that many writers and
thinkers in European history suffer from a kind of megalomania

which is against thinking. Her idea was that writing or thinking must
reach a certain level of simplicity or plainness with no trace of

ostentation and the writer’s strong presence must be omitted in
order for the writing to become real writing. Simone Weil says that

the real way of writing is to write as we translate, since when
someone translates, she/he is extremely careful not to add anything

so that she/he can render the original text into the target language in
the most precise manner. True writing means translating a text

which has not been written down... I took this formulation seriously.
You experience true writing when you are engaged in translating.
And of course writing, in the proper sense, is translating from an

absent text. Later I found a new evidence for this idea: Sadeq
Hedayat’s prose. I have always been concerned with this question that

at what moment Iran’s modern literature was established. Modern
prose, the prose of the novel, or the possibility of thinking about

writing a novel in Persian language – even if it fails – is interwoven
with Sadeq Hedayat. Many years ago, a writer with the aim of

“disclosure” claimed that Sadeq Hedayat had plagiarized in e Blind

Owl. There is a paragraph in the middle of e Blind Owl which is an
exact translation of e Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge by Rainer
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Maria Rilke, without any quotation mark, reference, or hint from
Hedayat. I am referring to the piece in which the narrator reflects on

the problem of faces/masks: “Life as it proceeds reveals, coolly and
dispassionately, what lies behind the mask that each man wears. It
would seem that everyone possesses several faces. Some people use

only one all the time, and it then, naturally, becomes soiled and
wrinkled. These are the thrifty sort. Others look after their masks in
the hope of passing them on to their descendants. Others again are

constantly changing their faces. But all of them, when they reach old
age, realize one day that the mask they are wearing is their last and
that it will soon be worn out, and then, from behind the last mask,
the real face appears”1. This piece is usually used as an evidence to
claim that Hedayat cannot be considered a creative, original and
inspired writer, because he has “plagiarized” in his best or most

celebrated work. I took this accusation of plagiarism seriously, in the
sense that one is always engaged in the act of translation, i.e. in

reading every text, paragraph, or sentence, you feel you must later
“quote” it in different settings and “transfer” it to different contexts.

We have a series of notes all of which are formed by translation.
Undoubtedly, Sadeq Hedayat did this a lot. He would read for

example Rilke or Dostoevsky and he would probably take notes and
translate them. One scenario for Hedayat’s plagiarism could be that

he forgot that one of his taken notes was a translation. However, the
point is that when we read e Blind Owl, this piece is a bit irrelevant

to its preceding and succeeding parts. It is like a montage, i.e. the
narrative is cut and a quasi-philosophical image or reflection about

the relationship between face and mask is put in the middle of there.
Then he might have thought that it should not go to waste and let’s
keep it. I call this act Hedayat’s “unconscious coding” in the heart of

the novel, meaning that e Blind Owl is a story written based on
translation. All of e Blind Owl is written based on the “politics of

translation”. When it was published in Iran, there were two reactions
to it: one concerning its content, the other with regard to its style.
The content-based reaction claimed that e Blind Owl promoted

suicide and was full of dark pessimism. Left intellectuals considered it
a decadent book for its indifference to the status quo and its
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reluctance to accept the writing “vocation”, i.e. enlightening and
persuading the readers to protest and change the status quo. The

other group criticized Hedayat’s writing style. This group was mainly
traditionalist, conservative and concerned with the continuance of

tradition. They declared that the modernization path of Persian prose
rested upon the past. From this perspective, the modernization path

of Persian literature passed through the prose of writers like
Mohammad-Ali Jamalzadeh and Mohammad-Taqi Bahar. From the
viewpoint of Persian stylistics, e Blind Owl had a deformed prose; a
prose which, according to today’s idiom, reeked of translation2. That

is the text is written by someone who is either not competent at
Persian or someone who has translated so much that he has reached a

rhythm in Persian which is not the “natural” rhythm of Persian
language. In other words, he has directly introduced his way of

translation into Persian prose. I think if we put these two together –
i.e. Hedayat’s plagiarism and people who said that this book was

deformed and morbid not because of its content but because of its
prose – then this coding will make sense. I mean Hedayat offers the

readers the coding of the prose of e Blind Owl through the
translation of that piece from Rilke which is inserted in the book. In
fact the fundamental cell of the novel is that part which is translated

from Rilke and the rest of the prose can be identified in this way.
There are occurrences in the prose of e Blind Owl which are only

possible through translation. The first problem of anyone
encountering the prose of e Blind Owl is its unfamiliarity. This

prose is unprecedented in Persian and of course it could not have any
precedent, since the author of this prose has indeed translated it. He
has translated from a text which did not exist and in order to reach
this prose, Hedayat had passed through translation. He had read so
many French texts that a great deal of the things that he wanted to

imagine and write were imagined through translation. We may even
say that his translation experience to create a form for modern short

story and novel – in general, the modern literature which was
established in Iran after Hedayat – presupposed translation, meaning
that I translate so much in order for a moment to be reached when I

have to translate a text which has not been written yet. The coding of
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e Blind Owl is that plagiarism – i.e. what Hedayat accusers have
called plagiarism – and as I claimed earlier, it is the founding cell of

modern Persian prose in general.

It may be said that we are facing a haunted prose in e Blind Owl, a
prose which has been possessed by an alien ghost, which has made it
stutter and has introduced movements and behaviors into it which
are alien to its historical “self”. In some ways, one can compare this

with the syntax of one of the characters of Dostoevsky’s Demons.
Dostoevsky has created a character in this novel whose vocation is, in

a sense, making language haunted. He is in every sense of the word
someone who talks through translating. The central core of the story
comprises of a so-called revolutionary group with five members. In
order to keep the coherence of the group, the group’s leader decides
to eliminate one of the members who resists against his tyranny. He

persuades other members to revolutionary execute Ivan Shatov.
Shatov’s counterpart in the novel is a young man named Kirillov.

These two obsessively think about God. Ivan Shatov wants to have a
Russian God, but Kirillov believes that if we can imagine human

beings for whom living and dying are equivalents, we will no longer
need God because they become God themselves and God is the only
entity that life and death makes no difference to Him. His idea is that
we must become God through groundless suicide, i.e. suicide without

any psychological and emotional motives and with just a
philosophical motive. There is an interesting contradiction in his
idea: only those committing suicide become God, in other words,
only the dead. I can become God only when I do not exist with my
own will. Among the characters in the novel, there are so-called

Westernized intellectuals who continuously utter French sentences
in their talks. Stepan Trofimovich, one of the main characters of the
novel who is an intellectual in the 1840s Russia, says an interesting

thing: we Russians have not said anything worthy in our own
language, so if we want to say something decent, we will have to say

it in another language. He frequently uses French sentences and
ironically his French sentences are useless. But stylistically speaking,
one might say that the main character of the novel is Kirillov. For a
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period of time Kirillov and Shatov go to America to work the land
and experience agricultural life. Then they both return to Russia. For
Shatov, this means a “return to oneself” and an attempt to save Russia

through Russian Christianity, Russian God, etc. And Kirillov
considers philosophical suicide as the only way of salvation. The
notable point about Kirillov is his language. He does not follow

Russian syntax and grammar. Dostoevsky has created a character
whose linguistic syntax is haunted. This is one of the most excellent

instances of being haunted in novels. Kirillov is haunted through
language. He is also the most prominent intellectual in the world of

the novel who realizes his guiding thought in practice. He has to
translate every sentence he wants to utter. Dostoevsky reached this
hauntedness of language through syntax. Kirillov does not use any
foreign sentences; rather he makes the syntax of Russian sentences

haunted, i.e. he alters the word order in Russian sentences. This is an
experience which as a rule should take place in poetry, but Kirillov

has used it in ordinary sentences.

Nima Parzham: Saleh mentioned an important point. Before
anything else, we need to think about the relation of writing to

translation. I think we have to examine this claim that translation is
the precondition of writing specifically in the historical background
of modernity. In the examples that Saleh provided, the formal aspect

of language had an essential role. We all agree that in order to
understand a literary work, we have to pay attention to its form;
however, if we are asked what we mean exactly by the form of

literary works, we won’t usually have a straightforward answer.
With a quick examination of the history of discussions about modern

Persian literature, it seems that alongside the increasing attention
and emphasis on the notion of form, its ambiguity is also felt more.

One of the reasons for this ambiguity is probably related to the
formal character of language itself. Sometimes we are implicitly faced

with the presupposition that the poet or the fiction writer simply
adds form to the language and the claim that language as such also

has form is not considered so much plausible. Saleh talked about how
he was obsessively engaged in the form of language during his work

on his first translation. We have to take it into account that engaging
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in the form of Persian language and its potentials are present in the
experience of both writing in Persian and translating a text into

Persian. But the subtle difference between these two arises from a
limitation of translation which at times inevitably leads the translator
to go beyond his capabilities in using the potentials of language. This

experience can be considered as a rich and fruitful instance of the
dialectical relationship between the “self” and the “other”. It is

obvious that the probability of such a mechanism to take place, has a
direct relation to the difference in the level of capabilities and the
range of vocabulary of the source and target languages, and this is

why the internal relation between writing and translating in Persian
is so much linked to modernity. It is against this background that the

unique experience of Hedayat should be viewed.

Most of Hedayat’s first stories seem crude, amateurish and even
ridiculous to today readers. Since the tradition of fiction writing – in

its contemporary prevailing sense – had no precedent in Persian
language, the first Iranian fiction writers had to use many of the basic

techniques of fiction writing through trial and error. Interestingly,
even nowadays we are facing the same experience with regard to

some common genres of fiction writing which have no significant
background in Persian language. We need to just imagine a science-

fiction story whose protagonists are named Manouchehr and Sousan!
We have to pay attention that this problem is mainly related to

nondescript and unremarkable issues, because even in the West the
rise of the novel was based on transferring the narrative backdrop

from the adventures of mythical gods, ethnic heroes, god-like kings
and eternal saints to the everyday life of ordinary people and their

unglamorous concerns; a development which began around the 16th
century (Rabelais) and the 17th century (Cervantes) and gradually
across centuries became one of the most important genres in the

history of literature. But the first Persian fictional works were
written at a time when Persian language had not undergone such a
gradual and step by step experience. That is why these stories are

considered valuable works not despite their inelegance and
crudeness, but precisely for these qualities, because their naivety and

ridiculousness is nothing but the formal manifestation of our
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traumatic historical encounter with modernity.

In Less than Nothing, Slavoj Žižek shows with an imaginary example
how the form of language is capable to register and expose the
traumatic aspect of human experience, an aspect which is by

definition essentially inexpressible. Imagine a woman going to the
police station claiming that she has recently been raped. To see the
validity of her remarks, one should not pay attention to the signs

which usually suggest the validity of someone’s remarks, i.e.
consistency, non-contradiction and credibility of the presented

narrative. In fact such signs have an inverse signification here since if
her claim is correct, her narration of such a traumatic experience will
inevitably be chaotic, inconsistent and disorganized. We can exactly
see in this example that what is inexpressible on the level of meaning
becomes apparent on the level of form. Therefore, one might say that

the trauma of encountering modernity, which is “the Real” of the
contemporary history of Iran and the key to understand most of its

contemporary political developments, has influenced the first Persian
novels and is registered in their form. According to a familiar and

common tradition in literary criticism, the first sentence of a novel
often reflects implicitly the ultimate truth of the novel. It is not

surprising then that the first sentence of e Blind Owl is so famous:
“There are sores which slowly erode the mind in solitude like a kind
of canker”3. We should bear in mind that the word trauma literally

means wound or sore.

Pages: Nima you place back in time Saleh's reading of how the
experience of translation propels the writer to another form of
writing: before becoming a form, translation has already been

experienced as a trauma. And of course the relationship between
translation and the trauma of encountering modernity – that you

mentioned – is not separate from our experience of colonialism. Here
your example from Hedayat’s first stories is interesting. If in e Blind

Owl it is the protagonist who experiences the trauma of this
encounter and it is part of the story, it seems that in Hedayat’s earlier
stories it is the writer himself who experiences this encounter in the
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act of writing. This experience becomes a form of writing in e

Blind Owl, but Hedayat was really involved with it in his first stories
and in contrast to e Blind Owl, he does not find a fictional-literary

disposition for it. That is why the names and locations in these
stories carry a historical-geographical contradiction. While the first

texts are the manifestation of that traumatic experience, e Blind Owl

internalizes this trauma and registers it in language. In fact, in e

Blind Owl, translation produces a historical position with regard to
modernity, to colonialism. In comparison to the early texts, this is
where writing becomes a political act. The form in Hedayat’s later

works is a political form.

Therefore, the issue of translation in e Blind Owl cannot be
separated from the subject matter of the story. The question that
arises here is what did Hedayat unsettle in our tradition of fiction

writing? What tradition of writing was he changing? That tradition
did not exist! So it is the experience of encountering modernity

which answers this question, the experience which both contradicted
the writer and in a way is an answer to that contradiction. Maybe the
issue of translation helps us to claim that in the absence of a tradition

of fiction writing, it is translation which produces a historical
position for modern literature.

Nima: Exactly. Because Hedayat’s text has no ground to stand on, it
has to make a background for itself through translation. This shows
that we cannot simply say that we had been “outside” the history of

modern literature, the history which is – at least potentially –
universal and delivers a general address. It is true that we had no easy
access to it and that is why we needed translation; however, the very

possibility of translation and its role in our historical experience
confirm the universal character of modern literature. That is why

Hedayat’s valuable experience has become possible. We have heard
many times remarks like we are fifty years behind the West and so

on. But this is just one aspect of the story. While we are for instance
fifty years behind the advanced West, we are also contemporaneous

with it. It is this simultaneous synchrony and asynchrony which
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constitutes our historical experience and ignoring each of these two
aspects is essentially an ideological attitude.

Pages: We do not necessarily experience history as linear, i.e.
traversing that fifty years historical gap to reach the present time

defined by the West. Following Saleh’s coding idea, Hedayat might
also want to create a gap or rupture in reading the story by inserting
Rilke’s piece in e Blind Owl. This “jump cut” throws the reader to
the present time outside the linear course of the story – a kind of

Brechtian distanciation. This montage as rupture is not only
interrupting the course of the story, but also it is a reproduction of

the experience of historical rupture in our traumatic encounter with
modernity and the West. Yet Hedayat presents this historical rupture
not as our exteriority to the historical process of modernity and the
absence of a modern writing tradition, but as a short-cut to produce
a different understanding of being in modernity which is not defined

by colonialism.

Saleh: The issue addressed by Nima, that is the relationship of
translation and writing to modernity, can be elaborated with the help

of Baudelaire who is the first theoretician of modernity. Maybe we
can begin from the distinction between the metaphysics of

modernity and the history of modernity: modernity has been
intertwined historically with capitalism and colonialism. The relation
of capitalism with these two notions in the case of Iranian modernity
illuminates aspects which have an effect on Iranian writing and the
experience of translation and thought. On the other hand, we can

talk about “the metaphysics of modernity”. According to Baudelaire,
being modern always has two aspects: an eternal aspect and an
evanescent aspect. It can be said that modernity is a historical

experience which creates a kind of metaphysics of modernity, a
metaphysics which translates all previous experiences anew. In this

sense, we can say that from the beginning writing has been
interwoven with translation. The example of Iran is clear. Persian

syntax being haunted is evident right from the start of the history of
Persian prose because of its encounter with Arabic language. Persian
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texts have always been full of Arabic words and there has been
interplay between Persian syntax and Arabic syntax. Ironically, many
Arabic syntax and grammar texts were written by Persian speakers;

for example, Avicenna wrote texts in Arabic and then later he
translated them into Persian himself. We observe a similar and

noteworthy phenomenon in the European history when thinkers
and authors wrote in Latin and national literatures were in a way

formed in reaction to the dominance of Latin over Europe’s cultural
atmosphere. This means that I talk in my native or first language but

write in a second language. In other words, from the beginning,
writing in many cultures has meant distancing from the native

language. This reminds us of the idea that Deleuze took from Proust:
many great books are written in the native language, but they treat
the native language as a foreign language, as if it is for the first time

that the author is writing in his native language. This matter has also
a metaphysical state to some extent: people talk in their first

language, i.e. spoken language and conversation in its conventional
sense, but when they write, it is as if they are dealing with a language
which is not their first language. I think this issue metaphysically has
an effect on any writing. When we start writing, we no longer deal
with our familiar native language. Right from the start, the relation
of writing to spoken language is vague and indefinite. Writing is a

way for translating oral speech, a way for not forgetting, which itself
creates a kind of “dialectics of oblivion” in writing, because writing

weakens memory in the traditional sense. When I note down words
that I hear, I no longer rely on my reminiscence faculty. As a result,
my memory weakens. The first form of writing is noting something

down. In Persian, the word note means committing something to
memory. I write to memorize. In a sense, this is a way to overcome

the fear of losing. This idea is linked to modernity insofar as
modernity also generates a kind of metaphysics which connects

writing from the very beginning to translation. It is noteworthy that
our encounter with metaphysics historically took place through

modernity. And this is the trauma of encountering the absence of
traditions; a historical wound which might be claimed to have

constituted Iranian modernity. Finally, I want to add that “Iranian
modernity” – if it has any meaning whatsoever – has a significant
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relation to the history of global modernity, i.e. to the globalization
process of the universal aspect of Europe’s culture. In order to

become global, European universalism has always operated through
colonialism: countries which were directly colonized were inevitably

involved in the co-ordinates and contradictions of European
modernity. They were colonies of a developed country for a while
and this colonizer consequently introduced its own language to the
colonized, and they became practically bilingual. Then the bilingual
colonized people used the universal aspect of the colonizer’s culture
and the first thing they demanded was independence. They wanted

to be independent/separate from the colonizer, yet as bilingual
people. In all the countries with independence movements, it is as if,
in a metaphysical sense, presupposition to independence was being

colonized or being bilingual. This bilingualism has been also in a
Hegelian sense the condition for being modern. In these countries,
educated people are bilingual from the beginning. From childhood

they talk and write in two languages. Therefore, translating from one
language to another is an experience in which they are involved from
the start. Iran had a unique and distinctive experience, since the way

it was colonized was different from other countries. It has never
become bilingual in that sense. The only form of bilingualism that we

have is pre-modern, between Arabic and Persian. That is, there are
people who say their prayers in Arabic and in a way are competent at
another language. Only after we truly start being modern, we move
toward monolingualism, which means searching for pure Persian

and sometimes excluding Arabic words from Persian. So we became
modern without becoming bilingual. In this context, translation is a
condition for encountering the real trauma, which is of course not

enough for traversing this trauma. For a proper evaluation of
translation, a hypothetical/ideal situation has to be imagined in

which all the readers of your translations are able to read the original
text. In other words, real translation is not for people who are not

familiar with the source language. In modern era, I have to translate
for those who know the source language just like me. In that case, I
can claim to create something in the target language, otherwise I am
offering a text to readers who do not have any access to the source

language and their only access is through me. This makes the
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experience going on between writing and translating senseless.
Therefore, I think “Iranian modernity” reminds Western modernity

of a strange point: that in Europe, after the globalization of
capitalism and free market, universalism and globalism became one

thing and consequently at times we have seen the “glocalization”
process which might be a reaction to not facing the universal core of
globalization which is itself realized through capital and colonialism.

It might be claimed that Iranian modernity refers to this point,
although in a negative way. In the history of modernity, Iran has

been the site of modernization without bilingualism. Let’s go back to
Athens and ancient Greece: Encountering the other and internalizing
this encounter in language is the philosophical concept of translation
and this is a process which from the very beginning has accompanied

thought. If this accompaniment has now reached the level of
consciousness in us, this is certainly a modern incident. Historical
modernity gives birth to a kind of metaphysics of modernity and
renders possible the experiment with rhythms which cannot be

realized without translation in the target language itself.

Nima: The issues discussed above are definitely true, but an
important point is missing here. Before anything else and in order to
prevent misunderstanding, I have to emphasize that right from the

start we have had “languages” and not “language”. I agree that writing
entails a kind of experiencing “the other” and the possibility of

distancing from oneself. But we must take it into account that this
distancing from oneself is already rooted in language itself. Language

acquisition splits us from within and leads to our distancing from
ourselves. It is precisely for this reason that we can talk to ourselves.
Which one am I, when I talk to myself? Am I the one who talks? Or

am I the one being addressed? This ambiguity is embedded in the
nature of language. My problem with this formulation is that it
reduces and limits experiencing the other to the experience of

another language. As I said earlier, I completely agree that
historically speaking, modernity is correlative of becoming bilingual,
but this was not necessarily the case before modernity – at least not

for this reason.
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Pages: It is possible that Hedayat links us to the primal traumatic
experience of distancing we have with language, but e Blind Owl he

conveys this experience in a specific historical situation and this is
where questions of universalism and locality raised by Saleh become
important. What Hedayat does is that he situates this experience of

distanciation in a fictional context and within the experience of
subjects in a specific tradition and a specific historical encounter with

the other.

Saleh: Determinate negation of literature has historically occurred in
Hedayat’s work, in the sense that literature for us used to be

symmetrical poetry with harmony and prosody whose beauty was
guaranteed in a way. Hedayat negated this by translation. His

traumatic prose shocked the readers who were reading something
which lacked literariness. Can we call something literature if it lacks

literariness or not? Translation for us was maybe the only way to
determinately negate the literariness in Persian prose. We could only
detach ourselves from it by translation and then return to it in order
to rewrite literature and its history. In this sense, we did not have a
history of literature; we had only history of literariness. We had the

history of so-called beautiful texts and proses.

 

1
e Blind Owl , translated by D.P Costello, New York: Grove Press, 1957, p. 80.

2
This is a literal translation of the idiom for which I could not find any close equivalent

in English. With regard to translated works, it means that the translation has still traces
of the linguistic features of the source language and does not seem natural in the target

language. (translator’s note)

3
e Blind Owl , translated by D.P Costello, New York: Grove Press, 1957, p. 6.
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Foreword to Pages 10

Why is it that certain substances insert themselves more
permanently into history than others? What is this persistence that
they use to permeate history and then never let go? Which human

sense of continuity conspires with this peculiar persistence?

These were among the primary questions we asked ourselves when
we begun thinking of opium as the underlying topic of this issue. If
we were to think of how opium inserted itself in history, the most
straightforward answer would probably be: as smoke and through

inhalation.

Smoking is the most efficient administration of opium: a stronger
level of opiate release, a more rapid impact on the nervous system
and a higher rate of dependency. Traditionally opium was mostly
eaten, but during the 19th century opium trade smoking almost
completely replaced all previous means of opium use. With the
spread of opium smoking, especially after the two opium wars

(1839–1842 and 1856–1860), opium soon became the quintessential
commodified substance of colonial trade, forecasting capitalist modes

of production and mass consumption under the global market
economy.

With this shift to smoke, the respiratory tract became an extension
of the opium trade network. In other words, inhalation became
proletarianized—attuned to the colonial capitalist apparatus. It

wouldn’t be far-fetched to then argue that this early appropriation of
the lungs anticipated the cyber-capitalist exteriorization of our

organs by technologies to which we almost willfully hand over an
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increasing part of our biological and cognitive functions.

But has opium smoke been fully integrated into the colonial-
capitalist machinery? Have there, in essence, not been undercurrents

of other (even counter-) passages of smoke within the habit of
smoking? In 1878 the late Qing writer Zhang Changjia writes the

following paragraph in his text “Yanhua, 'Opium Talk',” published in
a Qing ‘collectanea’ in Shanghai:

Weapons are evil instruments that sage kings used only when

they were forced to. For today's opium utensils the word “gun” is

taken to refer to the smoking shaft, while “bottom of the sea”

(haidi) designates the opening of the mouthpiece, and “gate of

struggle” (doumen) the opening of the bowl. Such names indicate

the formidability of opium. But people become numbed to this

fact by habit of frequency and end up applying dangerous

instruments directly to their own bodies. at one can be fully

conscious and still make such a mistake is thus easier to believe.
1

When Zhang uses euphemisms such as “gun,” “bottom of the sea” and
“gate of struggle,” which refer to the various components of the

opium pipe, he is speaking of the deeply situated affiliation within
the Chinese language between opium smoke and Western warships.2

However, Zhang is equivocal in the above quote. He pictures opium
smokers who inhale smoke by passing it from the “gate of struggle”

through the “gun,” across the “bottom of the sea” and into their
bodies. Every inhalation is yet another passage into ‘the line of fire,’ a
dangerous “mistake” made over and over again. At the same time this
very “habit of frequency”, enacted in full consciousness, both numbs

smokers and diminishes the dangers of the pipe/gun to the effect that
they can apply it “directly to their own bodies.” In other words,

through repetition a synthesis is realized that serves to designate a
new opium “utensil” reassembled along an unlikely continuum

between disparate parts and meanings. While Zhang is offering a
cautionary tale of opium, he is also presenting the smoking pipe as a
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new “instrument” of semantic prosthesis (during a time when China
experienced a violent accelerated transition into modernity).

The habit of inhaling an intoxicant can thus be driven toward
gradual modification of the material, and potentially cultural or even
political continuum of the substance. Habit may be brought about by
an experience of formidable change, but it is not necessarily bound to

that change. Habit is not inertia. It is rather made up of calculated
actions that in their recurrence diminish the impact of outside forces

(of history), and over time impregnate them with impulses and
desires directed toward future changes.3

Intoxication is perhaps a state in which one is nearest to a foreign
substance; where one is most attuned to it or it is most attuned to

one. This is about gradations of poisonous or remedial proximity to
the substance. It is possible that “one becomes accustomed over time

to the most violent poisons” and “the most unhealthy air and food
become the very condition of health”4––although this is contingent
on whether we have (successfully shifted) time on our side. Such is

also the labor of writing as habit of frequency: committed to
transforming the material continuity of its objects by inspiring them

with counter-passages.

The theme of this issue of Pages was triggered by the idea of opium
smoke as a ‘writing machine.’ Since the early opium trade, there has

been writing not only on opium, but also through opium, especially in
countries linked to past and present drug networks. In this issue we
are tapping into the deeply rooted relationship between writing and

drugs, especially beyond the Western literary tradition, and
wondering about the current conceptual and material derivatives of
intoxication with which we can machinate new extremities in our

chemical, historical and technological relations to the world.

 

1
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Zhang Changjia, “Yanhua, 'Opium Talk'" in Keith McMahon, e fall of the God of

Money, Opium Smoking in Nineteent h-Century Chin a (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield

Publishers Inc., 2002), 211.

2
This linguistic affiliation is clearly unfolded in the first paragraph of Zhang’s Opium

Talk: “Apian  is also written yapian . In the Bencao  it is called afurong. Today it is simply
called yan, smoke, or dayan , the great smoke, or wuyan , the black smoke, or else it is
called yangyan, Western-sea smoke. A look at the character for yan reveals that it is

made up of three characters, huo (fire), xi (west), and tu (earth). Clearly when the
character was created it already foretold the present day of opium: fire (bringing) earth

(from the) west. It is said that at the time of the invention of writing heaven rained
millet and demons wept at night. This old saying is quite applicable in the present

instance too” (Zhang, “Yanhua, Opium Talk,” 196). These quotations by Zhang Changjia
are taken from the English translation of “Yanhua Opium Talk" by Keith McMahon

published in the appendix section of his book e fall of the God of Mo ney, Opium Smoking

in Nineteent h-Century Chin a (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers Inc., 2002).

3
This notion of habit follows Felix Ravaisson’s (1813–1900) theory as presented in his
book On Habit  (Continuum International Publishing Group, New York: 2008). In this
context, also see Mohammad-Ali Rahebi’s article, “Of Junk and Time,” written for the

current issue of Pages.

4
Felix Ravaisson, On Habit  (Continuum International Publishing Group, New York:

2008), 63.
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Counting Opium Smoke (opium pipe connected to an
inhaler machine with a laser diffraction capability for

analysing particle size and distribution), digital 3d
drawing, Pages, 2018.
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