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     Orientalism is undoubtedly Edward Said’s most popular, most controversial, and most influential work, with its influence being particularly linked to the development of Postcolonial studies.  Published in 1978, Orientalism has since been translated into at least fifteen different languages.

     In Orientalism, Said argues that for centuries, Western scholarship, politics and other fields, have presented the peoples of the East (Said particularly focuses on the Arab) in a formulaic and homogenous manner, despite the different approaches and styles used, and despite the different purposes for such presentations.  These depictions of the ‘Orient’ (a derogatory term for Said) include a range of different stereotypes, from the Arab being connected to ignorance and terrorism, to the Arab being connected to “exoticism, glamour, mystery, and promise” (Orientalism, 340).  For Said, the Orient has been ‘invented’, ‘contained’ and ‘represented’ in the West, which do not necessarily represent the reality of the peoples in the East, so that “truth, in short, becomes a function of learned judgment, not of the material itself, which in time seems to owe even its existence to the Orientalist” (67).  However, Said’s examination of this ‘invention’ of the Orient is only one part of his overall thesis in Orientalism.  Ultimately, his aim is to show that the Orientalist’s interest in the Arab is far from mere curiosity or innocent scholarship, as some have since insisted.  Rather, it comes down to the power that ensues from knowledge of the Orient, since “knowledge of subject races or Orientals is what makes their management easy and profitable; knowledge gives power, more power requires more knowledge, and so on in an increasingly profitable dialectic of information and control” ( 36).  For Said, then, Orientalism is “knowledge of the Orient that places things Oriental in class, prison, or manual for scrutiny, study, judgment, discipline, or governing” (41).
     In his ‘Afterward’, Said confirms that he intended Orientalism to be seen as a “multicultural critique of power using knowledge to advance itself” (335), rather than as his simply representing the East against the West, or as his attacking Western civilization.  To view his work in this latter light, he says, is “simplistic and wrong” (336).  We see therefore, Said’s allegiance to Foucault, especially in the idea that power and knowledge are complexly interrelated.  However, according to Vincent B. Leitch, “for Said, the disciplinary institutions of knowledge are not simply embedded in the overarching Foucauldian category of ‘power’, they directly serve the historical interests of European imperialism” (1988).

The ‘Introduction’ to Orientalism

     In the Introduction to Orientalism, Said immediately defines some of the key terms that he will repeatedly use in his book, namely ‘Orient’, ‘Orientalism’ and ‘Orientalist’.  The Orient, he says, 

is not only adjacent to Europe; it is also the place of Europe’s greatest and richest and oldest colonies, the source of its civilizations and languages, its cultural contestant, and one of its deepest and most recurring images of the Other.  In addition, the Orient has helped to define Europe (or the West) as its contrasting image, idea, personality, experience.  Yet none of this Orient is merely imaginative.  The Orient is an integral part of European material civilization and culture. (1-2)

Therefore, the Orient, Said implies, is important for Europe’s definition of self, which explains why Orientalism expresses the Orient “culturally and even ideologically as a mode of discourse with supporting institutions, vocabulary, scholarship, imagery, doctrines, even colonial bureaucracies and colonial styles” (2).

     Orientalism, for Said, means several things, all of them ‘interdependent’:

(1) Academic meaning of Orientalism: “Anyone who teaches, writes about, or researches the Orient – and this applies whether the person is an anthropologist, sociologist, historian, or philologist – either in its specific or its general aspects, is an Orientalist, and what he or she does is Orientalism.” (2)
(2) General meaning of Orientalism, related to the first: “Orientalism is a style of thought based upon an ontological and epistemological distinction made between “the Orient” and (most of the time) “the Occident”.  Thus a very large mass of writers […] have accepted the basic distinction between East and West as the starting point for elaborate theories, epics, novels, social descriptions, and political accounts concerning the Orient, its people, customs, “mind”, destiny, and so on.” (2-3)

(3) Historically and materially defined meaning: “Taking the late eighteenth century as a very roughly defined starting point Orientalism can be discussed and analyzed as the corporate institution for dealing with the Orient – dealing with it by making statements about it, authorizing views of it, describing it, by teaching it, settling it, ruling over it: in short, Orientalism as a Western style for dominating, restructuring, and having authority over the Orient.” (3)  Here, he acknowledges his indebtedness to Foucault’s notion of a discourse, contending that “without examining Orientalism as a discourse one cannot possibly understand the enormously systematic discipline by which European culture was able to manage – and even produce – the Orient politically, sociologically, militarily, ideologically, scientifically, and imaginatively” ( 3).
     In the second part of his introduction, Said reminds us of the assumption made thus far, that the Orient is “not an inert fact of nature” (4), nor is the Occident for that matter, because they are both man-made:  “Therefore as much as the West itself, the Orient is an idea that has a history and a tradition of thought, imagery, and vocabulary that have given it reality and presence in and for the West.  The two geographical entities thus support and to an extent reflect each other” (5).  Based on this assumption, he makes a number of ‘qualifications’.
     Firstly, he says, “it would be wrong to conclude that the Orient was essentially an idea, or a creation with no corresponding reality” (5).  There is a corresponding reality, he admits, except that “those cultures and nations whose location is in the East, and their lives, histories, and customs have a brute reality obviously greater than anything that could be said about them in the West” (5)
     His second qualification is based on the relationship between knowledge of the Orient and power: “to believe that the Orient was created – or […] “Orientalized” – and to believe that such things happen simply as a necessity of the imagination, is to be disingenuous.  The relationship between Occident and Orient is a relationship of power, of domination, of varying degrees of a complex hegemony […].  The Orient was Orientalized not only because it was discovered to be ‘Oriental’ […]but also because it could be – that is, submitted to being – made Oriental” (5-6).
     For his third qualification, Said acknowledges the “sheer knitted-together strength of Orientalist discourse, its very close ties to the enabling socio-economic and political institutions, and its redoubtable durability” (6).  Therefore, one cannot dismiss it as an “airy European fantasy about the Orient,” but think of it as a “created body of theory and practice in which, for many generations, there has been a considerable material investment” (6).

     Drawing on Gramsci’s concept of hegemony, Said points out in his fourth qualification that culture plays a crucial role in giving Orientalism its durability and strength: 
the major component in European culture is precisely what made that culture hegemonic both in and outside Europe: the idea of European identity as a superior one in comparison with all the non-European peoples and cultures.  There is in addition the hegemony of European ideas about the Orient, themselves reiterating European superiority over Oriental backwardness, usually overriding the possibility that a more independent, or more skeptical, thinker might have had different views on the matter. (7)
     In the third part of the introduction, Said identifies and discusses what he calls “three aspects of my contemporary reality” (9), which have influenced his research and writing.

(1) The distinction between pure and political knowledge:  Said’s contention here is that knowledge that appears to be non-political may not necessarily be so, because while in theory it might be non-political, “in practice the reality is much more problematic”:

No one has ever devised a method for detaching the scholar from the circumstances of life, from the fact of his involvement (conscious or unconscious) with a class, a set of beliefs, a social position, or from the mere activity of being a member of a society.  These continue to bear on what he does professionally, even though naturally enough his research and its fruits do attempt to reach a level of relative freedom from the inhibitions and the restrictions of brute, everyday reality. (10)
In other words, knowledge such as that produced in anthropology or literature or history, for example, are produced within a context that has political implications for what is produced.  What Said is suggesting, therefore, is that Orientalism appears in various forms of knowledge, whether intentionally or unintentionally, or whether it is overtly deemed political or non-political.  Based on this premise, he points out that there are several “political questions raised by Orientalism”:

What other sorts of intellectual, aesthetic, scholarly, and cultural energies went into the making of an imperialist tradition like the Orientalist one?  How did philology, lexicography, […], novel-writing, and lyric poetry come to the service of Orientalism’s broadly imperialist view of the world?  What changes, modulations, refinements, even revolutions take place within Orientalism? […] (15)

(2) The Methodological Question:  Here, Said outlines some of the methodological issues he faced whilst writing Orientalism, such as selecting from the whole mass of work in his area of study, which texts, authors and periods to focus on.  In other words, he justifies and defends his methodology.  What it comes down to, however, is his interest in authority, since he insists that “authority can, indeed must, be analyzed” (20), so that much of Orientalism is his description both of “the historical authority in and the personal authorities of Orientalism” (20).  In studying authority in the texts, Said uses the methodological devices that he calls strategic location and strategic formation.  The former “is a way of describing the author’s position in a text with regard to the Oriental material he writes about” and the latter is “a way of analyzing the relationship between texts and the way in which groups of texts, types of texts, even textual genres, acquire mass, density, and referential power among themselves and thereafter in the culture at large” (20).  As such, Said says, he sets out not only to examine scholarly works, “but also works of literature, political tracts, journalistic texts, travel books, religious and philological studies” (23).
(3) The Personal Dimension:  Said tells us that Orientalism was written out of his awareness of being ‘Oriental’: “In many ways my study of Orientalism has been an attempt to inventory the traces upon me, the Oriental subject, of the culture whose domination has been so powerful a factor in the life of all Orientals.  This is why for me the Islamic Orient has had to be the centre of the attention” (26).  Much of his motivation stems from the fact that as an American citizen, living in America in the 50’s and especially in the 60’s when the Arab-Israeli war broke out, he was able to experience first-hand the ‘Orientalism’ of the Arab, especially the Palestinian Arab.  This experience made him realize that despite his American citizenship, his excellent British and American education, his distinguished career as a Professor of Comparative Literature – despite all of these things – he was a Palestinian Arab.  

He identifies three things that have contributed to making “even the simplest   perception of the Arabs and Islam into a highly politicized, almost raucous matter”:
One, the history of popular anti-Arab and anti-Islamic prejudice in the West, which is immediately reflected in the history of Orientalism; two, the struggle between the Arabs and Israeli Zionism, and its effects upon American Jews as well as upon both the liberal culture and the population at large; three, the almost total absence of any cultural position making it possible either to identity with or dispassionately to discuss the Arabs or Islam. (26-7)

Consequently, for Said, “the life of an Arab Palestinian in the West, particularly in America, is disheartening” (27).  Therefore, the writing of Orientalism for him, is not an “exclusively academic matter” although it is an “intellectual matter of some very obvious importance” (27).

Some Positive Effects of Orientalism 
- the dislodgement of a Eurocentric perspective
- it has paved the way for other areas, such as postcolonialism, feminism

- it has called for a wider perspective in area fields of study

The ‘Afterward’
     Said’s 1994 ‘Afterward’ was a rebuttal to some of the responses on Orientalism.  The following includes some of the things that have been said about the book, and Said’s responses.

     Firstly, many regarded Orientalism as being merely anti-Western, with the West being an enemy of the Arab and other non-European peoples.  Therefore, Said was seen as being the voice for Arabs and Islam.  In addition, it was felt that Said seized upon Orientalism and Orientalists “as a pretext for arguing the exact opposite, namely, that Islam is perfect” (331).

     Said responds that he states explicitly in his book that “I have no interest in, much less capacity for, showing what the true Orient and Islam really are” (331).  He also reminds readers that words such as ‘Orient’ and ‘Occident’ “correspond to no stable reality that exists as a natural fact” (331):
My objection to what I have called Orientalism is not that it is just the antiquarian study of Oriental languages, societies, and peoples, but that as a system of thought Orientalism approaches a heterogeneous, dynamic, and complex human reality from an uncritically essentialist standpoint; this suggests both an enduring Oriental reality and an opposing but no less enduring Western essence.” (333)

In addition, he says, his aim was to show that one’s construction of identity requires the construction of “‘others’, whose actuality is always subject to the continuous interpretation and re-interpretation of their differences from ‘us’” (332).  Essentially, Orientalism was meant to be “a study in critique, not an affirmation of warring and hopelessly antithetical identities” (338).
     Another criticism was that Orientalism was written out of a sense of “an extremely concrete history of personal loss and national disintegration” (337).  Said denies that his project was merely this, since as he puts it, “in all my works I remained fundamentally critical of a gloating and uncritical nationalism.  The picture of Islam that I represented was not one of assertive discourse and dogmatic orthodoxy, but was based instead on the idea that communities of interpretation exist within and outside the Islamic world, communicating with each other in a dialogue of equals” (337-8).

     One final response that I will mention is that many Orientalists themselves saw Said’s work as “both meaningless and somehow a violation of the very idea of disinterested scholarship” (341), to which Said responds, as he mentions in his Introduction, that Orientalism is not as innocent as some Orientalists may want to argue.
Some Questions based on Orientalism

1. Said is saying that the ‘Orient’ is not “an inert fact of nature.  It is not merely there” (4).  Rather, the ‘Orient’ corresponds with a “heterogeneous, dynamic, and complex human reality” (333).  Yet, he suggests that an important task may be for one to undertake studies in “contemporary alternatives to Orientalism” (24).  Therefore, on the one hand there is no ‘real’ Orient, but on the other hand, there is ‘something’ that can be represented in an ‘alternative’ to Orientalism.  How then, can the ‘Orient’, whatever it is, be represented?  In other words, what sort of representation of the ‘Orient’ would Said be happy with?
2. Can the ‘Orient’ and the ‘Occident’ be eliminated altogether?  What of other such politically incorrect binary opposites?
Works Cited

Leitch, Vincent B., ed. The Norton Anthology of Theory and Criticism.  New York: Norton, 2001.

Said, Edward.  Orientalism.  New York: Vintage, 1994.

