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In the Name of Identity1 offers a lengthy 
introduction that paves the way for an in-
depth discussion of identity.  The author, 
Amin Maalouf, is Lebanese by birth but now  
lives in France.  His discussion addresses how 
aspects of our concern with identity provide 
an impetus toward violence.  However, the in-
depth discussion of identity never arrives, and 
I found myself surprised to have finished the 
book so soon only to be left with no better 
understanding of how to address issues raised 
in the book, and few new ideas to work with. 

Maalouf offers virtually no solutions to 
the problematic questions he poses.  There are 
several possible reasons for this.  Perhaps we 
can this lack to an absence of viable solutions, 
in which case Maalouf might simply be 
resisting the temptation to preach an 
unfounded idealism.  The optimistic tone on 
which the book ends, however (after having 
detailed the many problems arising from our 
preoccupation with identity), could be pegged 
as a surreptitious entry of false optimism.  
Related to this is the possibility that Maalouf 
tired of detailing the difficulties associated 
with identity, and chose in the end to rely on 
an invisible “Deus ex machina” which arrives 
in the form of his unforeshadowed optimism.  
Still, the issues Maalouf raises concerning the 
connections between identity, violence and 
the need to belong call for careful attention, 
and might serve to suggest possible responses 
or solutions in the minds of his readers. 

The subtitle seems to indicate a heavy 
insight into a problem of violence that arises 
from our concern with identity and “the need 
to belong.”  This insight into violence is not 
fully developed, however.  Maalouf’s 

                                                 
1 Amin Maalouf, In the Name of Identity: Violence and 
the Need to Belong, trans. Barbara Bray (New York: 
Penguin Books, 2000) 

statements on the subject would have been 
more convincing had he cited some actual 
studies detailing some of the psychological 
and sociological motivations for violent acts. 

Maalouf also displays a tendency to tell 
the reader what he will address later in the 
book, to mention the angle from which he will 
analyze a subject, and to explain why he 
chooses or chooses not to explore a certain 
idea in detail, creating a sense in the reader of 
hearing more than is necessary.   

In the first chapter, however, Maalouf 
addresses the above criticisms, saying, 
“Sometimes what I say may seem rather 
simplistic.  If so it’s because I want to set my 
argument out as calmly, patiently, and fairly 
as possible, without resorting to jargon or 
unwarranted shortcuts” (9).  In this sense, 
then, Maalouf succeeds.  His voice 
throughout the book is one that levels with the 
reader, seeks to discover answers with her, 
rather than for her.  Rather than espouse many 
new ideas, Maalouf refreshes the mind of the 
reader with a straightforward logic and 
simplicity that is not always adopted in 
academic publications.  The book is written, it 
seems, in the mindset of a thoughtful letter to 
a friend rather than a professional discourse.  
It provides questions, not answers.  Maalouf 
describes his intent this way: “What I am 
trying to prise out of these often confused 
considerations is not an intellectual consensus 
but a code of conduct, or at least a kind of 
safety barrier for everyone to use” (41).  
Despite many of the book’s shortcomings, 
Maalouf does succeed in reminding the reader 
of a few important considerations concerning 
identity. 

For instance, according to Maalouf, 
identity must be considered an ever-changing 
compilation influenced by the events in life 
rather than a proclamation of solidarity with 
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one religious, ethnic, geographic, social, 
sexual, or economic group only.  “In every 
age there have been people who considered 
that an individual had one overriding 
affiliation so much more important in every 
circumstance to all others that it might 
legitimately be called his ‘identity’” (13).  A 
person, when she feels a portion of her 
identity is threatened or needs to be 
reaffirmed, may emphasize that one 
identifying trait, her religion, her gender, her 
country of origin.  “Where people feel their 
faith is threatened, it is their religious 
affiliation that seems to reflect their whole 
identity.  But if their mother tongue or their 
ethnic group is in danger, then they fight 
ferociously against their co-religionists” (13). 

Maalouf also asserts that, rather than 
assuming violent actions are in the nature of 
one religion or ethnic group, these actions in 
actuality stem from a group’s sense of 
victimization at the hands of the majority.  He 
mentions religion, specifically Islam, pointing 
out that between roughly the fifth to the 
fifteenth centuries, Muslims were remarkably 
tolerant and coexisted peacefully with Jews 
and Christians.  Christianity of the same time, 
by contrast, was riddled with intolerance, 
violence, and an inability to coexist with other 
religions in peace.  The key, according to 
Maalouf, is that for that time period Muslims 
did not suffer from the stigma, subjugation by 
the West, or threat to culture that they do 
today.  It is the feeling of precariousness, of 
threat to one’s beliefs and culture that causes 
fanaticism and anti-modernization.  Maalouf 
also disputes “the idea that on the one hand 
there’s a religion—Christianity—destined for 
ever to act as a vector for modernism, 
freedom, tolerance and democracy, and on the 
other hand another religion – Islam – doomed 
from the outset to despotism and 

obscurantism” (55).  Each religion, says 
Maalouf, is a product of the current period, 
situation, and society, much the same as it 
influences the people who adhere to it. 

Unfortunately, as it damages the 
credibility of many of the book’s more proven 
or logically drawn conclusions, Maalouf on 
occasion makes statements that seem nothing 
more than passing, ill-conceived thoughts, 
upon which he sometimes bases further 
arguments.  For example, he says, “Even 
when they [people who feel threatened or 
greatly wronged] commit massacres they are 
convinced that they are merely doing what is 
necessary to save the lives of their nearest and 
dearest” (31).  How can Maalouf claim to 
know what the killer is convinced of?  While 
there is the possibility that this is true in some 
instances, anger, insult, and retaliation surely 
play a more substantial portion than Maalouf 
may choose to acknowledge.  The statement 
seems only a hypothesis among many 
possible other options.  It lacks sufficient 
support. 

Near the end of his book, Maalouf 
proposes, “What we need to do is enter 
sensibly into an age of liberty and peaceful 
diversity, casting aside the injustices of the 
past without replacing them by new ones or 
by other kinds of exclusion or intolerance…” 
(134).  The need, of course, is clear, but of the 
means he makes no mention.  Maalouf adds 
his hope that, should a grandson one day flip 
through this book, he will marvel “that in his 
grandfather’s day such things still needed to 
be said” (164).  Idealistically, Maalouf’s hope 
could come to pass, but his book offers no 
insight as to how, practically, that would be.  
In the Name of Identity falls short of its own 
expectations, as many books likely do, but 
more than that, it falls short of the 
expectations it creates in the reader. 
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