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Preface to the
Twenty-Fifth Anniversary Edition

Nine years ago, in the spring of 1994, [ wrote an afterword
for Orientalism, which, in trying to clarify what I believed I had
and had not said, I stressed not only the many discussions that
had opened up since my book appeared in 1978, but also the
ways in which a work about representations of “the Orient”
lends itself to increasing misrepresentation and misinterpretation.
That I find the very same thing today more ironic than irritating
is a sign of how much my age has crept up on me, along with
the necessary diminutions in expectations and pedagogic zeal
that usually frame the road to seniority. The recent deaths of my
two main intellectual, political, and personal mentors, Eqbal
Ahmad and Ibrahim Abu-Lughod (who is one of the work’s ded-
icatees) have brought sadness and loss, as well as resignation
and a certain stubborn will to go on. It isn’t at all a matter of
being optimistic, but rather of continuing to have faith in the
ongoing and literally unending process of emancipation and
enlightenment that, in my opinion, frames and gives direction to
the intellectual vocation.

Nevertheless, it is still a source of amazement to me that
Orientalism continues to be discussed and translated all over
the world, in thirty-six languages. Thanks to the efforts of my
dear friend and colleague Professor Gaby Peterberg, now of
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UCLA, formerly of Ben-Gurion University in Israel, there is a
Hebrew version of the book available, which has stimulated con-
siderable discussion and debate among Israeli readers and stu-
dents. In addition, a Vietnamese translation has appeared under
Australian auspices; | hope it’s not immodest to say that an
Indochinese intellectual space seems to have opened up for the
propositions of this book. In any case, it gives me great pleasure
to note as an author who had never dreamed of any such happy
fate for his work that interest in what I tried to do in my book
hasn’t completely died down, particularly in the many different
lands of the “Orient” itself.

In part, of course, that is because the Middle East, the Arabs,
and Islam have continued to fuel enormous change, struggle,
controversy and, as I write these lines, war. As I said many years
ago, Orientalism is the product of circumstances that are funda-
mentally, indeed radically, fractious. In my memoir, Qut of Place
(1999), T described the strange and contradictory worlds in
which I grew up, providing for myself and my readers a detailed
account of the settings that I think formed me in Palestine,
Egypt, and Lebanon. But that was only a very personal account
that stopped short of all the years of my own political engage-
ment that started after the 1967 Arab—Israeli war, a war in whose
continuing aftermath (Israel is still in military occupation of the
Palestinian territories and the Golan Heights) the terms of strug-
gle and the ideas at stake that were crucial for my generation of
Arabs and Americans seem to go on. Nevertheless, I do want to
affirm yet again that this book and, for that matter, my intellec-
tual work generally have really been enabled by my life as a uni-
versity academic. For all its often noted defects and problems,
the American university—and mine, Columbia, in particular—is
still one of the few remaining places in the United States where
reflection and study can take place in an almost-utopian fashion.
I have never taught anything about the Middle East, being by
training and practice a teacher of the mainly European and
American humanities, a specialist in modern comparative litera-
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ture. The university and my pedagogic work with two genera-
tions of first-class students and excellent colleagues has made
possible the kind of deliberately meditated and analyzed study
that this book contains, which for all its urgent worldly refer-
ences is still a book about culture, ideas, history, and power,
rather than Middle Eastern politics fout court. That was my
notion from the beginning, and it is very evident and a good deal
clearer to me today.

Yet Orientalism is very much a book tied to the tumultuous
dynamics of contemporary history. I emphasize in it accord-
ingly that neither the term Orient nor the concept of the West
has any ontological stability; each is made up of human effort,
partly affirmation, partly identification of the Other. That these
supreme fictions lend themselves easily to manipulation and
the organization of collective passion has never been more evi-
dent than in our time, when the mobilizations of fear, hatred,
disgust, and resurgent self-pride and arrogance—much of it
having to do with Islam and the Arabs on one side, “we”
Westerners on the other—are very large-scale enterprises.
Orientalism’s first page opens with a 1975 description of the
Lebanese Civil War that ended in 1990, but the violence and
the ugly shedding of human blood continues up to this minute.
We have had the failure of the Oslo peace process, the outbreak
of the second intifada, and the awful suffering of the
Palestinians on the reinvaded West Bank and Gaza, with Israeli
F-16’s and Apache helicopters used routinely on defenseless
civilians as part of their collective punishment. The suicide
bombing phenomenon has appeared with all its hideous dam-
age, none more lurid and apocalyptic of course than the events
of September 11 and their aftermath in the wars against
Afghanistan and Iraq. As I wrote these lines, the illegal and
unsanctioned imperial invasion and occupation of Iraq by
Britain and the United States proceeds, with a prospect of
physical ravagement, political unrest, and more invasions that
are truly awful to contemplate. This is all part of what is sup-
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posed to be a clash of civilizations, unending, implacable, irre-
mediable. Nevertheless, I think not.

I wish I could say, however, that general understanding of the
Middle East, the Arabs, and Islam in the United States has
improved somewhat, but alas, it really hasn’t. For all kinds of
reasons, the situation in Europe seems to be considerably better.
In the United States, the hardening of attitudes, the tightening of
the grip of demeaning generalization and triumphalist cliché, the
dominance of crude power allied with simplistic contempt for
dissenters and “others” has found a fitting correlative in the
looting, pillaging, and destruction of Iraq’s libraries and muse-
ums. What our leaders and their intellectual lackeys seem inca-
pable of understanding is that history cannot be swept clean like
a blackboard, clean so that “we” might inscribe our own future
there and impose our own forms of life for these lesser people to
follow. It is quite common to hear high officials in Washington
and elsewhere speak of changing the map of the Middle East, as
if ancient societies and myrjad peoples can be shaken up like so
many peanuts in a jar. But this has often happened with the
“Orient,” that semi-mythical construct, which, since Napoleon’s
invasion of Egypt in the late eighteenth century, has been made
and remade countless times by power acting through an expedi-
ent form of knowledge to assert that this is the Orient’s nature,
and we must deal with it accordingly. In the process the uncount-
able sediments of history, which include innumerable histories
and a dizzying variety of peoples, languages, experiences, and
cultures, all these are swept aside or ignored, relegated to the
sand heap along with the treasures ground into meaningless
fragments that were taken out of Baghdad’s libraries and muse-
ums. My argument is that history is made by men and women,
just as it can also be unmade and rewritten, always with various
silences and elisions, always with shapes imposed and disfig-
urements tolerated, so that “our” East, “our” Orient becomes
“ours” to possess and direct.

I should say again that I have no “real” Orient to argue for. I
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do, however, have a very high regard for the powers and gifts of
the peoples of that region to struggle on for their vision of what
they are and want to be. There has been so massive and cal-
culatedly aggressive an attack on the contemporary societies of
the Arab and Muslim for their backwardness, lack of democra-
cy, and abrogation of women’s rights that we simply forget that
such notions as modernity, enlightenment, and democracy are
by no means simple and agreed-upon concepts that one either
does or does not find, like Easter eggs in the living room. The
breathtaking insouciance of jejune publicists who speak in the
name of foreign policy and who have no live notion (or any
knowledge at all) of the language of what real people actually
speak has fabricated an arid landscape ready for American
power to construct there an ersatz model of free market “democ-
racy,” without even a trace of doubt that such projects don’t exist
outside of Swift’s Academy of Lagado.

What I do argue also is that there is a difference between
knowledge of other peoples and other times that is the result of
understanding, compassion, careful study and analysis for their
own sakes, and on the other hand knowledge—if that is what it
is—that is part of an overall campaign of self-affirmation, bel-
ligerency, and outright war. There is, after all, a profound differ-
ence between the will to understand for purposes of coexistence
and humanistic enlargement of horizons, and the will to domi-
nate for the purposes of control and external enlargement of
horizons, and the will to dominate for the purposes of control
and external dominion. It is surely one of the intellectual catas-
trophes of history that an imperialist war confected by a small
group of unelected U.S. officials (they’ve been called chicken
hawks, since none of them ever served in the military) was
waged against a devastated Third World dictatorship on thor-
oughly ideological grounds having to do with world dominance,
security control, and scarce resources, but disguised for its true
intent, hastened, and reasoned for by Orientalists who betrayed
their calling as scholars. The major influences on George W.



XX ORIENTALISM

Bush’s Pentagon and National Security Council were men such
as Bernard Lewis and Fouad Ajami, experts on the Arab and
Islamic world who helped the American hawks think about such
preposterous phenomena as the Arab mind and centuries-old
Islamic decline that only American power could reverse. Today,
bookstores in the United States are filled with shabby screeds
bearing screaming headlines about Islam and terror, Islam
exposed, the Arab threat, and the Muslim menace, all of them
written by political polemicists pretending to knowledge im-
parted to them and others by experts who have supposedly
penetrated to the heart of these strange Oriental peoples over
there who have been such a terrible thorn in “our” flesh.
Accompanying such warmongering expertise have been the
omnipresent CNNs and Fox News Channels of this world, plus
myriad numbers of evangelical and right-wing radio hosts, plus
innumerable tabloids and even middlebrow journals, all of them
recycling the same unverifiable fictions and vast generalizations
so as to stir up “America” against the foreign devil.

Even with all its terrible failings and its appalling dictator
(who was partly created by U.S. policy two decades ago), were
Iraq to have been the world’s largest exporter of bananas or
oranges, surely there would have been no war, no hysteria over
mysteriously vanished weapons of mass destruction, no transport-
ing of an enormous army, navy, and air force 7000 miles away to
destroy a country scarcely known even to the educated American,
all in the name of “freedom.” Without a well-organized sense
that these people over there were not like “us™ and didn’t appre-
ciate “our” values—the very core of traditional Orientalist dogma
as I describe its creation and circulation in this book—there
would have been no war.

So from the very same directorate of paid professional schol-
ars enlisted by the Dutch conquerors of Malaysia and Indonesia,
the British armies of India, Mesopotamia, Egypt, West Africa,
the French armies of Indochina and North Africa, came the
American advisers to the Pentagon and the White House, using
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the same clichés, the same demeaning stereotypes, the same jus-
tification for power and violence (after all, runs the chorus,
power is the only language they understand) in this case as in the
earlier ones. These people have now been joined in Iraq by a
whole army of private contractors and eager entrepreneurs to
whom shall be confided everything from the writing of textbooks
and the constitution to the refashioning of Iraqi political life and
its oil industry. Every single empire in its official discourse has
said that it is not like all the others, that its circumstances are
special, that it has a mission to enlighten, civilize, bring order
and democracy, and that it uses force only as a last resort. And,
sadder still, there always is a chorus of willing intellectuals to
say calming words about benign or altruistic empires, as if one
shouldn’t trust the evidence of one’s eyes watching the destruc-
tion and the misery and death brought by the latest mission civ-
ilizatrice.

One specifically American contribution to the discourse of
empire is the specialized jargon of policy expertise. You don’t
need Arabic or Persian or even French to pontificate about how
the democracy domino effect is just what the Arab world needs.
Combative and woefully ignorant policy experts, whose world
experience is limited to the Beltway, grind out books on “ter-
rorism” and liberalism, or about Islamic fundamentalism and
American foreign policy, or about the end of history, all of it
vying for attention and influence quite without regard for truth-
fulness or reflection or real knowledge. What matters is how
efficient and resourceful it sounds, and who might go for it, as
it were. The worst aspect of this essentializing stuff is that
human suffering in all its density and pain is spirited away.
Memory and with it the historical past are effaced as in the
common, dismissively contemptuous American phrase, “you’re
history.”

Twenty-five years after its publication, Orientalism once
again raises the question of whether modern imperialism ever
ended, or whether it has continued in the Orient since
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Napoleon’s entry into Egypt two centuries ago. Arabs and
Muslims have been told that victimology and dwelling on the
depredations of empire is only a way of evading responsibility in
the present. You have failed, you have gone wrong, says the mod-
ern Orientalist. This of course is also V. S. Naipaul’s contribution
to literature, that the victims of empire wail on while their country
goes to the dogs. But what a shallow calculation of the imperial
intrusion that is, how summarily it scants the immense distortion
introduced by the empire into the lives of “lesser” peoples and
“subject races” generation after generation, how little it wishes
to face the long succession of years through which empire con-
tinues to work its way in the lives of, say, Palestinians or
Congolese or Algerians or Iraqis. We allow justly that the
Holocaust has permanently altered the consciousness of our
time: Why do we not accord the same epistemological mutation
in what imperialism has done, and what Orientalism continues
to do? Think of the line that starts with Napoleon, continues with
the rise of Oriental studies arid the takeover of North Africa, and
goes on in similar undertakings in Vietnam, in Egypt, in
Palestine and, during the entire twentieth century in the struggle
over oil and strategic control in the Gulf, in Iraq, Syria,
Palestine, and Afghanistan. Then think contrapuntally of the rise
of anticolonial nationalism, through the short period of liberal
independence, the era of military coups, of insurgency, civil war,
religious fanaticism, irrational struggle, and uncompromising
brutality against the latest bunch of “natives.” Each of these
phases and eras produces its own distorted knowledge of the
other, each its own reductive images, its own disputatious
polemics.

My idea in Orientalism is to use humanistic critique to open
up the fields of struggle, to introduce a longer sequence of
thought and analysis to replace the short bursts of polemical,
thought-stopping fury that so imprison us in labels and antago-
nistic debate whose goal is a belligerent collective identity rather
than understanding and intellectual exchange. I have called what
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I try to do “humanism,” a word I continue to use stubbornly
despite the scornful dismissal of the term by sophisticated post-
modern critics. By humanism I mean first of all attempting to
dissolve Blake’s mind-forg’'d manacles so as to be able to use
one’s mind historically and rationally for the purposes of reflec-
tive understanding and genuine disclosure. Moreover, humanism
is sustained by a sense of community with other interpreters and
other societies and periods: strictly speaking, therefore, there is
no such thing as an isolated humanist.

This is to say that every domain is linked to every other one,
and that nothing that goes on in our world has ever been isolated
and pure of any outside influence. The disheartening part is that
the more the critical study of culture shows us that this is the
case, the less influence such a view seems to have, and the more
territorially reductive polarizations like “Islam v. the West”
seem to conquer.

For those of us who by force of circumstance actually live the
pluri-cultural life as it entails Islam and the West, I have long felt
that a special intellectual and moral responsibility attaches to
what we do as scholars and intellectuals. Certainly I think it is
incumbent upon us to complicate and/or dismantle the reductive
formulae and the abstract but potent kind of thought that leads
the mind away from concrete human history and experience and
into the realms of ideological fiction, metaphysical confronta-
tion, and collective passion. This is not to say that we cannot
speak about issues of injustice and suffering, but that we need to
do so always within a context that is amply situated in history, cul-
ture, and socioeconomic reality. Our role is to widen the field of
discussion, not to set limits in accord with the prevailing author-
ity. I have spent a great deal of my life during the past thirty-five
years advocating the rights of the Palestinian people to national
self-determination, but I have always tried to do that with full
attention paid to the reality of the Jewish people and what they
suffered by the way of persecution and genocide. The paramount
thing is that the struggle for equality in Palestine/Israel should
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be directed toward a humane goal, that is, coexistence, and not
further suppression and denial. Not accidentally, I indicate that
Orientalism and modern anti-Semitism have common roots.
Therefore, it would seem to be a vital necessity for independent
intellectuals always to provide alternative models to the reduc-
tively simplifying and confining ones, based on mutual hostility,
that have prevailed in the Middle East and elsewhere for so long.

Let me now speak about a different alternative model that has
been extremely important to me in my work. As a humanist
whose field is literature, I am old enough to have been trained
forty years ago in the field of comparative literature, whose
leading ideas go back to Germany in the late eighteenth and
early nineteenth centuries. Before that I must mention the
supremely creative contribution of Giambattista Vico, the
Neapolitan philosopher and philologist whose ideas anticipate
and later infiltrate the line of German thinkers I am about to cite.
They belong to the era of Herder and Wolf, later to be followed
by Goethe, Humboldt, Dilthey, Nietzsche, Gadamer, and finally
the great twentieth-century Romance philologists Erich Auerback,
Leo Spitzer, and Ernst Robert Curtius. To young people of the
current generation the very idea of philology suggests some-
thing impossibly antiquarian and musty, but philology in fact is
the most basic and creative of the interpretive arts. It is exem-
plified for me most admirably in Goethe’s interest in Islam gen-
erally, and Hafiz in particular, a consuming passion that led to
the composition of the West-Ostlicher Diwan, and it inflected
Goethe’s later ideas about Weltliteratur, the study of all the liter-
atures of the world as a symphonic whole that could be appre-
hended theoretically as having preserved the individuality of
each work without losing sight of the whole.

There is a considerable irony to the realization, then, that as
today’s globalized world draws together in some of the lamenta-
ble ways I have been talking about here, we may be approaching
the kind of standardization and homogeneity that Goethe’s ideas
were specifically formulated to prevent. In an essay published
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in 1951 entitled “Philolgie der Weltliteratur,” Erich Auerbach
made exactly that point at the outset of the postwar period,
which was also the beginning of the Cold War. His great book
Mimesis, published in Berne in 1946 but written while Auerbach
was a wartime exile teaching Romance languages in Istanbul,
was meant to be a testament to the diversity and concreteness of
the reality represented in Western literature from Homer to
Virginia Woolf; but reading the 1951 essay one senses that for
Auerbach the great book he wrote was an elegy for a period
when people could interpret texts philologically, concretely,
sensitively, and intuitively, using erudition and an excellent
command of several languages to support the kind of under-
standing that Goethe advocated for his understanding of Islamic
literature.

Positive knowledge of languages and history was necessary,
but it was never enough, any more than the mechanical gather-
ing of facts would constitute an adequate method for grasping
what an author like Dante, for example, was all about. The main
requirement for the kind of philological understanding
Auerbach and his predecessors were talking about and tried to
practice was one that sympathetically and subjectively entered
into the life of a written text as seen from the perspective of this
time and its author (eingefiillen). Rather than alienation and hos-
tility to another time and another different culture, philology as
applied to Weltliteratur involved a profound humanistic spirit
deployed with generosity and, if I may use the word, hospitality.
Thus the interpreter’s mind actively makes a place in it for a for-
eign Other. And this creative making of a place for works that
are otherwise alien and distant is the most important facet of the
interpreter’s philological mission.

All this was obviously undermined and destroyed in
Germany by National Socialism. After the war, Auerbach notes
mournfully, the standardization of ideas, and greater and greater
specialization of knowledge, gradually narrowed the opportuni-
ties for the kind of investigative and everlastingly inquiring kind
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of philological work that he had represented, and, alas, it’s an
even more depressing fact that, since Auerbach’s death in 1957,
both the idea and practice of humanistic research have shrunk in
scope as well as in centrality. The book culture based on archival
research as well as general principles of mind that once sustained
humanism as a historical discipline have almost disappeared.
Instead of reading in the real sense of the word, our students
today are often distracted by the fragmented knowledge available
on the internet and in the mass media.

Worse yet, education is threatened by nationalist and religious
orthodoxies often disseminated by the mass media as they focus
ahistorically and sensationally on the distant electronic wars that
give viewers the sense of surgical precision but that in fact obscure
the terrible suffering and destruction produced by modern
“clean” warfare. In the demonization of an unknown enemy, for
whom the label “terrorist” serves the general purpose of keeping
people stirred up and angry, media images command too much
attention and can be exploited at times of crisis and insecurity of
the kind that the post—9/11 period has produced. Speaking both
as an American and as an Arab I must ask my reader not to
underestimate the kind of simplified view of the world that a rel-
ative handful of Pentagon civilian elites have formulated for U.S.
policy in the entire Arab and Islamic worlds, a view in which ter-
ror, preemptive war, and unilateral regime change—backed up
by the most bloated military budget in history—are the main
ideas debated endlessly and impoverishingly by a media that
assigns itself the role of producing so-called “experts” who val-
idate the government’s general line. I should also note that it is
far from a coincidence that General Sharon of Israel, who in
1982 led the invasion of Lebanon in order to change the
Lebanese government, killing 17,000 civilians in the process, is
now a partner in “peace” with George W. Bush, and that in the
United States at least there has been not enough dissent from the
dubious thesis that military power alone can change the map of
the world.
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Reflection, debate, rational argument, moral principle based
on a secular notion that human beings must create their own
history have been replaced by abstract ideas that celebrate
American or Western exceptionalism, denigrate the relevance of
context, and regard other cultures with derisive contempt.
Perhaps you will say that I am making too many abrupt transi-
tions between humanistic interpretation on the one hand and for-
eign policy on the other, and that a modern technological society
that, along with unprecedented power, possesses the internet and
F-16 fighter jets must in the end be commanded by formidable
technical-policy experts like Donald Rumsfeld and Richard
Perle. (Neither man will do any actual fighting since that will be
left to less fortunate men and women.) But what has really been
lost is a sense of the density and interdependence of human life,
which can neither be reduced to a formula nor be brushed aside
as irrelevant. Even the language of the war is dehumanizing in
the extreme: “We’ll go in there take out Saddam, destroy his
army with clean surgical strikes, and everyone will think it’s
great,” said a congresswoman on national television. It seems to
me entirely symptomatic of the precarious moment in which we
are living that when Vice President Cheney made his hard-line
speech on August 26, 2002, about the imperative to attack Iraq,
he quoted as his single Middle East “expert” in support of mil-
itary intervention against Iraq an Arab academic who, as a paid
consultant to the mass media on a nightly basis, keeps repeating
his hatred of his own people and the renunciation of his back-
ground. Moreover, he is backed in his efforts by the military and
Zionist lobbies in the United States. Such a trahison de clercs is
a symptom of how genuine humanism can degenerate into jin-
goism and false patriotism.

That is one side of the global debate. In the Arab and Muslim
countries the situation is scarcely better. As Roula Khalaf argues,
in an excellent Financial Times essay (September 4, 2002), the
region has slipped into an easy anti-Americanism that shows
little understanding of what the United States is really like as a
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society. Because the governments are relatively powerless to
affect U.S. policy toward them, they turn their energies to
repressing and keeping down their own populations, which
results in resentment, anger, and helpless imprecations that do
nothing to open up societies where secular ideas about human
history and development have been overtaken by failure and
frustration, as well as by an Islamism built out of rote learning,
the obliteration of what are perceived to be other, competitive
forms of secular knowledge, and an inability to analyze and
exchange ideas within the generally discordant world of modern
discourse. The gradual disappearance of the extraordinary tradi-
tion of Islamic ijtihad has been one of the major cultural disas-
ters of our time, with the result that critical thinking and indi-
vidual wrestling with the problems of the modern world have
simply dropped out of sight. Orthodoxy and dogma rule instead.

This is not to say that the cultural world has simply regressed
on one side to a belligerent neo-Orientalism and on the other to
blanket rejectionism. The recent United Nations World Summit
in Johannesburg, for all its limitations, did in fact reveal a vast
area of common global concert whose detailed workings on mat-
ters having to do with the environment, famine, the gap between
advanced and developing countries, health, and human rights,
suggest the welcome emergence of a new collective constituen-
cy that give the often facile notion of “one world” a new
urgency. In all this, however, we must admit that no one can pos-
sibly know the extraordinarily complex unity of our globalized
world, despite the reality that, as I said at the outset, the world
does have a real interdependence of parts that leaves no genuine
opportunity for isolation.

The point I want to conclude with now is to insist that the ter-
rible reductive conflicts that herd people under falsely unifying
rubrics like “America,” “the West,” or “Islam™ and invent col-
lective identities for large numbers of individuals who are actu-
ally quite diverse, cannot remain as potent as they are, and must
be opposed, their murderous effectiveness vastly reduced in
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influence and mobilizing power. We still have at our disposal the
rational interpretive skills that are the legacy of humanistic edu-
cation, not as a sentimental piety enjoining us to return to tradi-
tional values or the classics but as the active practice of worldly
secular discourse. The secular world is the world of history as
made by human beings. Human agency is subject to investiga-
tion and analysis, which it is the mission of understanding to
apprehend, criticize, influence, and judge. Above all, critical
thought does not submit to state power or to commands to join
in the ranks marching against one or another approved enemy.
Rather than the manufactured clash of civilizations, we need to
concentrate on the slow working together of cultures that overlap,
borrow from each other, and live together in far more interesting
ways than any abridged or inauthentic mode of understanding
can allow. But for that kind of wider perception we need time
and patient and skeptical inquiry, supported by faith in communi-
ties of interpretation that are difficult to sustain in a world
demanding instant action and reaction.

Humanism is centered upon the agency of human individual-
ity and subjective intuition, rather than on received ideas and
approved authority. Texts have to be read as texts that were pro-
duced and live on in the historical realm in all sorts of what I
have called worldly ways. But this by no means excludes power,
since on the contrary what I have tried to show in my book have
been the insinuations, the imbrications of power into even the
most recondite of studies.

And lastly, most important, humanism is the only, and I would
go so far as to say, the final resistance we have against the inhu-
man practices and injustices that disfigure human history. We
are today abetted by the enormously encouraging democratic
field of cyberspace, open to all users in ways undreamed of by
earlier generations either of tyrants or of orthodoxies. The world-
wide protests before the war began in Iraq would not have been
possible were it not for the existence of alternative communities
across the globe, informed by alternative news sources, and
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keenly aware of the environmental, human rights, and libertarian
impulses that bind us together in this tiny planet. The human,
and humanistic, desire or enlightenment and emancipation is not
easily deferred, despite the incredible strength of the opposition
to it that comes from the Rumsfelds, Bin Ladens, Sharons, and
Bushes of this world. I would like to believe that Orientalism has
had a place in the long and often interrupted road to human free-
dom.

E.W.S.
New York
May 2003



Introduction

I

On a visit to Beirut during the terrible civil war of 1975-1976
a French journalist wrote regretfully of the gutted downtown area
that “it had once seemed to belong to . . . the Orient of Chateau-
briand and Nerval.”* He was right about the place, of course,
especially so far as a European was concerned. The Orient was
almost a European invention, and had been since antiquity a place
of romance, exotic beings, haunting memories and landscapes, re-
markable experiences. Now it was disappearing; in a sense it had
happened, its time was over. Perhaps it seemed irrelevant that
Orientals themselves had something at stake in the process, that
even in the time of Chateaubriand and Nerval Orientals had lived
there, and that now it was they who were suffering; the main thing
for the European visitor was a European representation of the
Orient and its contemporary fate, both of which had a privileged
communal significance for the journalist and his French readers.

Americans will not feel quite the same about the Orient, which
for them is much more likely to be associated very differently with
the Far East (China and Japan, mainly). Unlike the Americans,
the French and the British—Iless so the Germans, Russians, Spanish,
Portuguese, Italians, and Swiss—have had a Jong tradition of what
I shall be calling Orientalism, a way of coming to terms with the
Orient that is based on the Orient’s special place in European
Western experience. The Orient 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)

1
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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. Orientalism expresses
and represents that part culturally and even ideologically as a mode
of discourse with supporting institutions, vocabulary, scholarship,
imagery, doctrines, even colonial bureaucracies and colonial styles.
In contrast, the American understanding of the Orient will seem
considerably less dense, although our recent Japanese, Korean, and
Indochinese adventures ought now to be creating a more sober,
more realistic “Oriental” awareness. Moreover, the vastly expanded
American political and economic role in the Near East (the Middle
East) makes great claims on our understanding of that Orient.

It will be clear to the reader (and will become clearer still
throughout the many pages that follow) that by Orientalism I mean
several things, all of them, in my opinion, interdependent. The
most readily accepted designation for Orientalism is an academic
one, and indeed the label still serves in a number of academic
institutions. 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 gen-
eral aspects, is an Orientalist, and what he or she does is Orien-
talism. Compared with Oriental studies or area studies, it is true
that the term Orientalism is less preferred by specialists today, both
because it is too vague and general and because it connotes the
high-handed executive attitude of nineteenth-century and early-
twentieth-century European colonialism. Nevertheless books are
written and congresses held with “the Orient” as their main focus,
with the Orientalist in his new or old guise as their main authority..
The point is that even if it does not survive as it once did, Orien-
talism lives on academically through its doctrines and theses about
the Orient and the Oriental.

Related to this academic tradition, whose fortunes, transmigra-
tions, specializations, and transmissions are in part the subject of
this study, is a more general meaning for Orientalism. 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, among whom are
poets, novelists, philosophers, political theorists, economists, and im-
perial administrators, 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
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Orient, its people, customs, “mind,” destiny, and so on. This Orien-
talism can accommodate Aeschylus, say, and Victor Hugo, Dante
and Karl Marx. A little later in this introduction I shall deal with
the methodological problems one encounters in so broadly con-
strued a “field” as this.

The interchange between the academic and the more or less
imaginative meanings of Orientalism is a constant one, and since
the late eighteenth century there has been a considerable, quite
disciplined—perhaps even regulated—traffic between the two. Here
I come to the third meaning of Orientalism, which is something
more historically and materially defined than either of the other
two. 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 au-
thority over the Orient. I have found it useful here to employ
Michel Foucault’s notion of a discourse, as described by him in
The Archaeology of Knowledge and in Discipline and Punish, to
identify Orientalism. My contention is 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, socio-
logically, militarily, ideologically, scientifically, and imaginatively
during the post-Enlightenment period. Moreover, so authoritative
a position did Orientalism have that I believe no one writing, think-
ing, or acting on the Orient could do so without taking account
of the limitations on thought and action imposed by Orientalism.
In brief, because of Orientalism the Orient was not (and is not) a
free subject of thought or action. This is not to say that Orientalism
unilaterally determines what can be said about the Orient, but that
it is the whole network of interests inevitably brought to bear on
(and therefore always involved in) any occasion when that peculiar
entity “the Orient” is in question. How this happens is what this
book tries to demonstrate. It also tries to show that European
culture gained in strength and identity by setting itself off against
the Orient as a sort of surrogate and even underground self.

Historically and culturally there is a quantitative as well as a
qualitative difference between the Franco-British involvement in
the Orient and—until the period of American ascendancy after
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World War II—the involvement of every other European and At-
lantic power. To speak of Orientalism therefore is to speak mainly,
although not exclusively, of a British and French cultural enter-
prise, a project whose dimensions take in such disparate realms
as the imagination itself, the whole of India and the Levant, the
Biblical texts and the Biblical lands, the spice trade, colonial armies
and a long tradition of colonial administrators, a formidable schol-
arly corpus, innumerable Oriental “experts” and “hands,” an Orien-
tal professorate, a complex array of “Oriental” ideas (Oriental
despotism, Oriental splendor, cruelty, sensuality), many Eastern
sects, philosophies, and wisdoms domesticated for local European
use—the list can be extended more or less indefinitely. My point
is that Orientalism derives from a particular closeness experienced
between Britain and France and the Orient, which until the early
nineteenth century had really meant only India and the Bible lands.
From the beginning of the nineteenth century until the end of
World War II France and Britain dominated the Orient and
Orientalism; since World War II America has dominated the
Orient, and approaches it as France and Britain once did. Out of
that closeness, whose dynamic is enormously productive even if it
always demonstrates the comparatively greater strength of the Occi-
dent (British, French, or American), comes the large body of texts
I call Orientalist.

It should be said at once that even with the generous number
of books and authors that I examine, there is a much larger number
that I simply have had to leave out. My argument, however, de-
pends neither upon an exhaustive catalogue of texts dealing with
the Orient nor upon a clearly delimited set of texts, authors, and
ideas that together make up the Orientalist canon. I have depended
instead upon a different methodological alternative—whose back-
bone in a sense is the set of historical generalizations I have so far
been making in this Introduction—and it is these I want now to
discuss in more analytical detail.

Il

I have begun with the assumption that the Orient is not an inert
fact of nature. It is not merely there, just as the Occident itself
is not just there either. We must take seriously Vico’s great obser-
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vation that men make their own history, that what they can know
is what they have made, and extend it to geography: as both geo-
graphical and cultural entities—to say nothing of historical entities
—such locales, regions, geographical sectors as “Orient” and “Occi-
dent” are 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.

Having said that, one must go on to state a number of reasonable
qualifications. In the first place, it would be wrong to conclude that
the Orient was essentially an idea, or a creation with no cor-
responding reality. When Disraeli said in his novel Tancred. that
the East was a career, he meant that to be interested in the East
was something bright young Westerners would find to be an all-
consuming passion; he should not be interpreted as saying that the
East was only a career for Westerners. There were—and are—
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. About that
fact this study of Orientalism has. very little to contribute, except
to acknowledge it tacitly. But the phenomenon of Orientalism as
I study it here deals principally, not with a correspondence between
Orientalism and Orient, but with the internal consistency of Orien-
talism and its ideas about the Orient (the East as career) despite
or beyond any correspondence, or lack thereof, with a “real”
Orient. My point is that Disraeli’s statement about the East refers
mainly to that created consistency, that regular constellation of
ideas as the pre-eminent thing about the Orient, and not to its
mere being, as Wallace Stevens’s phrase has it.

A second qualification is that ideas, cultures, and histories cannot
seriously be understood or studied without their force, or more
precisely their configurations of power, also being studied. To be-
lieve that the Orient was created—or, as I call it, “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, and is quite accurately
indicated in the title of K. M. Panikkar’s classic Asia and Western
Dominance.* The Orient was Orientalized not only because it was
discovered to be “Oriental” in all those ways considered common-
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place by an average nineteenth-century European, but also because
it could be—that is, submitted to being—made Oriental. There is
very little consent to be found, for example, in the fact that Flau-
bert’s encounter with an Egyptian courtesan produced a widely in-
fluential model of the Oriental woman; she never spoke of herself,
she never represented her emotions, presence, or history. He spoke
for and represented her. He was foreign, comparatively wealthy,
male, and these were historical facts of domination that allowed
him not only to possess Kuchuk Hanem physically but to speak
for her and tell his readers in what way she was “typically Oriental.”
My argument is that Flaubert’s situation of strength in relation to
Kuchuk Hanem was not an isolated instance. It fairly stands for
the pattern of relative strength between East and West, and the
discourse about the Orient that it enabled.

This brings us to a third qualification. One ought never to assume
that the structure of Orientalism is nothing more than a structure
of lies or of myths which, were the truth about them to be told,
would simply blow away. I myself believe that Orientalism is more
particularly valuable as a sign of European-Atlantic power over
the Orient than it is as a veridic discourse about the Orient (which
is what, in its academic or scholarly form, it claims to be). Never-
theless, what we must respect and try to grasp is the sheer knitted-
together strength of Orientalist discourse, its very close ties to the
enabling socio-economic and political institutions, and its redoubt-
able durability. After all, any system of ideas that can remain
unchanged as teachable wisdom (in academies, books, congresses,
universities, foreign-service institutes) from the period of Ernest
Renan in the late 1840s until the present in the United States must
be something more formidable than a mere collection of lies.
Orientalism, therefore, is not an airy European fantasy about the
Orient, but a created body of theory and practice in which, for
many generations, there has been a considerable material invest-
ment. Continued investment made Orientalism, as a system of
knowledge about the Orient, an accepted grid for filtering through
the Orient into Western consciousness, just as that same investment
multipliecd—indeed, made truly productive—the statements prolif-
erating out from Orientalism into the general culture.

Gramsci has made the useful analytic distinction between civil
and political society in which the former is made up of voluntary
(or at least rational and noncoercive) affiliations like schools,
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families, and unions, the latter of state institutions (the army, the
police, the central bureaucracy) whose role in the polity is direct
domination. Culture, of course, is to be found operating within
civil society, where the influence of ideas, of institutions, and of
other persons works not through domination but by what Gramsci
calls consent. In any society not totalitarian, then, certain cultural
forms predominate over others, just as certain ideas are more in-
fluential than others; the form of this cultural leadership is what
Gramsci has identified as hegemony, an indispensable concept for
any understanding of cultural life in the industrial West. It is
hegemony, or rather the result of cultural hegemony at work, that
gives Orientalism the durability and the strength I have been speak-
ing about so far. Orientalism is never far from what Denys Hay
has called the idea of Europe,® a collective notion identifying “us”
Europeans as against all “those” non-Europeans, and indeed it can
be argued that the major component in European culture is pre-
cisely what made that culture hegemonic both in and outside Eu-
rope: the idea of European identity as a superior one in comparison
with all the non-European peoples and cultures. There is in addi-
tion the hegemony of European ideas about the Orient, themselves
reiterating European superiority over Oriental backwardness, usu-
ally overriding the possibility that a more independent, or more
skeptical, thinker might have had different views on the matter.
In a quite constant way, Orientalism depends for its strategy on
this flexible positional superiority, which puts the Westerner in a
whole series of possible relationships with the Orient without ever
losing him the relative upper hand. And why should it have been
otherwise, especially during the period of extraordinary European
ascendancy from the late Renaissance to the present? The scientist,
the scholar, the missionary, the trader, or the soldier was in, or
thought about, the Orient because he could be there, or could think
about it, with very little resistance on the Orient’s part. Under the
general heading of knowledge of the Orient, and within the um-
brella of Western hegemony over the Orient during the period from
the end of the eighteenth century, there emerged a complex Orient
suitable for study in the academy, for display in the museum, for
reconstruction in the colonial office, for theoretical illustration in
anthropological, biological, linguistic, racial, and historical theses
about mankind and the universe, for instances of economic and
sociological theories of development, revolution, cultural person-
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ality, national or religious character. Additionally, the imaginative
examination of things Oriental was based more or less exclusively
upon a sovereign Western consciousness out of whose unchallenged
centrality an Oriental world emerged, first according to general
ideas about who or what was an Oriental, then according to a
detailed logic governed not simply by empirical reality but by a
battery of desires, repressions, investments, and projections. If we
can point to great Orientalist works of genuine scholarship like
Silvestre de Sacy’s Chrestomathie arabe or Edward William Lane’s
Account of the Manners and Customs of the Modern Egyptians,
we need also to note that Renan’s and Gobineau's racial ideas
came out of the same impulse, as did a great many Victorian
pornographic novels (see the analysis by Steven Marcus of “The
Lustful Turk™*).

And yet, one must repeatedly ask oneself whether what matters
in Orientalism is the general group of ideas overriding the mass of
material—about which who could deny that they were shot through
with doctrines of European superiority, various kinds of racism,
imperialism, and the like, dogmatic views of “the Oriental” as a
kind of ideal and unchanging abstraction?—or the much more
varied work produced by almost uncountable individual writers,
whom one would take up as individual instances of authors dealing
with the Orient. In a sense the two alternatives, general and
particular, are really two perspectives on the same material: in
both instances one would have to deal with pioneers in the field like
William Jones, with great artists like Nerval or Flaubert. And
why would it not be possible to employ both perspectives together,
or one after the other? Isn’t there an obvious danger of distortion
(of precisely the kind that academic Orientalism has always been
prone to) if either too general or too specific a level of description
is maintained systematically?

My two fears are distortion and inaccuracy, or rather the kind
of inaccuracy produced by too dogmatic a generality and too posi-
tivistic a localized focus. In trying to deal with these problems I
have tried to deal with three main aspects of my own contemporary
reality that seem to me to point the way out of the methodological
or perspectival difficulties I have been discussing, difficulties that
might force one, in the first instance, into writing a coarse polemic
on so unacceptably general a level of description as not to be
worth the effort, or in the second instance, into writing so detailed
and atomistic a series of analyses as to lose all track of the general
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lines of force informing the field, giving it its special cogency. How
then to recognize individuality and to reconcile it with its in-
telligent, and by no means passive or merely dictatorial, general
and hegemonic context?

I11

I mentioned three aspects of my contemporary reality: I must
explain and briefly discuss them now, so that it can be seen how
I was led to a particular course of research and writing.

1. The distinction between pure and political knowledge. Tt is
very easy to argue that knowledge about Shakespeare or Words-
worth is not political whereas knowledge about contemporary
China or the Soviet Union is. My own formal and professional
designation is that of “humanist,” a title which indicates the
humanities as my field and therefore the unlikely eventuality that
there might be anything political about what I do in that field.
Of course, all these labels and terms are quite unnuanced as I use
them here, but the general truth of what I am pointing to is, I think,
widely held. One reason for saying that a humanist who writes
about Wordsworth, or an editor whose specialty is Keats, is not
involved in anything political is that what he does seems to have
no direct political effect upon reality in the everyday sense. A
scholar whose field is Soviet economics works in a highly charged
area where there is much government interest, and what he might
produce in the way of studies or proposals will be taken up by
policymakers, government officials, institutional economists, in-
telligence experts. The distinction between “humanists” and persons
whose work has policy implications, or political significance, can
be broadened further by saying that the former’s ideological color
is a matter of incidental importance to politics (although possibly
of great moment to his colleagues in the field, who may object to
his Stalinism or fascism or too easy liberalism), whereas the
ideology of the latter is woven directly into his material—indeed,
economics, politics, and sociology in the modern academy are
ideological sciences—and therefore taken for granted as being
“political.”

Nevertheless the determining impingement on most knowledge
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produced in the contemporary West (and here I speak mainly about
the United States) is that it be nonpolitical, that is, scholarly,
academic, impartial, above partisan or small-minded doctrinal
belief. One can have no quarrel with such an ambition in theory,
perhaps, but 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, For there is such a thing as knowledge
that is less, rather than more, partial than the individual (with his
entangling and distracting life circumstances) who produces it.
Yet this knowledge is not therefore automatically nonpolitical.
Whether discussions of literature or of classical philology are
fraught with—or have unmediated—political significance is a very
large question that I have tried to treat in some detail elsewhere.’
What I am interested in doing now is suggesting how the general
liberal consensus that “true” knowledge is fundamentally non-
political (and conversely, that overtly political knowledge is not
“true” knowledge) obscures the highly if obscurely organized
political circumstances obtaining when knowledge is produced.
No one is helped in understanding this today when the adjective
“political” is used as a label to discredit any work for daring to
violate the protocol of pretended suprapolitical objectivity. We may
say, first, that civil society recognizes a gradation of political im-
portance in-the various fields of knowledge. To some extent the
political importance given a field comes from the possibility of its
direct translation into economic terms; but to a greater extent
political importance comes from the closeness of a field to ascertain-
able sources of power in political society. Thus an economic study
of long-term Soviet energy potential and its effect on military
capability is likely to be commissioned by the Defense Department,
and thereafter to acquire a kind of political status impossible for a
study of Tolstoi’s early fiction financed in part by a foundation.
Yet both works belong in what civil society acknowledges to be a
similar field, Russian studies, even though one work may be done
by a very conservative economist, the other by a radical literary
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historian. My point here is that “Russia” as a general subject matter
has political priority over nicer distinctions such as “economics”
and “literary history,” because political society in Gramsci’s sense
reaches into such realms of civil society as the academy and
saturates them with significance of direct concern to it.

I do not want to press all this any further on general theoretical
grounds: it seems to me that the value and credibility of my case
can be demonstrated by being much more specific, in the way, for
example, Noam Chomsky has studied the instrumental connection
between the Vietnam War and the notion of objective scholarship
as it was applied to cover state-sponsored military research.® Now
because Britain, France, and recently the United States are imperial
powers, their political societies impart to their civil societies a sense
of urgency, a direct political infusion as it were, where and ‘when-
ever matters pertaining to their imperial interests abroad are
concerned. I doubt that it is controversial, for example, to say that
an Englishman in India or Egypt in the later nineteenth century
took an interest in those countries that was never far from their
status in his mind as British colonies. To say this may seem quite
different from saying that all academic knowledge about India and
Egypt is somehow tinged and impressed with, violated by, the
gross political fact—and yet that is what I am saying in this study
of Orientalism. For if it is true that no production of knowledge
in the human sciences can ever ignore or disclaim its author’s
involvement as a human subject in his own circumstances, then it
must also be true that for a European or American studying the
Orient there can be no disclaiming the main circumstances of his
actuality: that he comes up against the Orient as a European or
American first, as an individual second. And to be a European or
an American in such a situation is by no means an inert fact. It
meant and means being aware, however dimly, that one belongs
to a power with definite interests in the Orient, and more important,
that one belongs to a part of the earth with a definite history of in-
volvement in the Orient almost since the time of Homer.

Put in this way, these political actualities are still too undefined
and general to be really interesting. Anyone would agree to them
without necessarily agreeing also that they mattered very much, for
instance, to Flaubert as he wrote Salammbé, or to H. A. R. Gibb as
he wrote Modern Trends in Islam. The trouble is that there is too
great a distance between the big dominating fact, as I have de-
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scribed it, and the details of everyday life that govern the minute
discipline of a novel or a scholarly text as each is being written.
Yet if we eliminate from the start any notion that “big” facts like
imperial domination can be applied mechanically and deterministic-
ally to such complex matters as culture and ideas, then we will
begin to approach an interesting kind of study. My idea is that
European and then American interest in the Orient was political
according to some of the obvious historical accounts of it that I
have given here, but that it was the culture that created that
interest, that acted dynamically along with brute political, eco-
nomic, and military rationales to make the Orient the varied and
complicated place that it obviously was in the field I call
Orientalism.

Therefore, Orientalism is not a mere political subject matter
or field that is reflected passively by culture, scholarship, or institu-
tions; nor is it a large and diffuse collection of texts about the
Orient; nor is it representative and expressive of some nefarious
“Western” imperialist plot to hold down the “Oriental” world. It is
rather a distribution of geopolitical awareness into aesthetic,
scholarly, economic, sociological, historical, and philological texts;
it is an elaboration not only of a basic geographical distinction (the
world is made up of two unequal halves, Orient and Occident) but
also of a whole series of “interests” which, by such means as
scholarly discovery, philological reconstruction, psychological
analysis, landscape and sociological description, it not only creates
but also maintains; it is, rather than expresses, a certain will or
intention to understand, in some cases to control, manipulate, even
to incorporate, what is a manifestly different (or alternative and
novel) world; it is, above all, a discourse that is by no means in
direct, corresponding relationship with political power in the raw,
but rather is produced and exists in an uneven exchange with
various kinds of power, shaped to a degree by the exchange with
power political (as with a colonial or imperial establishment),
power intellectual (as with reigning sciences like comparative
linguistics or anatomy, or any of the modern policy sciences), power
cultural (as with orthodoxies and canons of taste, texts, values),
power moral (as with ideas about what “we” do and what “they”
cannot do or understand as “we” do). Indeed, my real argument
is that Orientalism is—and does not simply represent—a con-
siderable dimension of modern political-intellectual culture, and as
such has less to do with the Orient than it does with “our” world.
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Because Orientalism is a cultural and a political fact, then, it
does not exist in some archival vacuum; quite the contrary, I think
it can be shown that what is thought, said, or even done about the
Orient follows (perhaps occurs within) certain distinct and in-
tellectually knowable lines. Here too a considerable degree of
nuance and elaboration can be seen working as between the broad
superstructural pressures and the details of composition, the facts
of textuality. Most humanistic scholars are, I think, perfectly happy
with the notion that texts exist in contexts, that there is such a thing
as intertextuality, that the pressures of conventions, predecessors,
and rhetorical styles limit what Walter Benjamin once called the
“overtaxing of the productive person in the name of . . . the
principle of ‘creativity,”” in which the poet is believed on his own,
and out of his pure mind, to have brought forth his work.” Yet
there is a reluctance to allow that political, institutional, and ideo-
logical constraints act in the same manner on the individual author.
A humanist will believe it to be an interesting fact to any interpreter
of Balzac that he was influenced in the Comédie humaine by
the conflict between Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire and Cuvier, but the
same sort of pressure on Balzac of deeply reactionary monarchism
is felt in some vague way to demean his literary “genius” and
therefore to be less worth serious study. Similarly—as Harry
Bracken has been tirelessly showing—philosophers will conduct
their discussions of Locke, Hume, and empiricism without ever
taking into account that there is an explicit connection in these
classic writers between their “philosophic” doctrines and racial
theory, justifications of slavery, or arguments for colonial exploita-
tion.® These are common enough ways by which contemporary
scholarship keeps itself pure.

Perhaps it is true that most attempts to rub culture’s nose
in the mud of politics have been crudely iconoclastic; perhaps also
the social interpretation of literature in my own field has simply
not kept up with the enormous technical advances in detailed
textual analysis. But there is no getting away from the fact that
literary studies in general, and American Marxist theorists in
particular, have avoided the effort of seriously bridging the gap
between the superstructural and the base levels in textual, historical
scholarship; on another occasion I have gone so far as to say that
the literary-cultural establishment as a whole has declared the
serious study of imperialism and culture off limits.” For Orientalism
brings one up directly against that question—that is, to realizing
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that political imperialism governs an entire field of study, imagina-
tion, and scholarly institutions—in such a way as to make its
avoidance an intellectual and historical impossibility. Yet there
will always remain the perennial escape mechanism of saying that
a literary scholar and a philosopher, for example, are trained in
literature and philosophy respectively, not in politics or ideological
analysis. In other words, the specialist argument can work quite
effectively to block the larger and, in my opinion, the more intel-
lectually serious perspective.

Here it seems to me there is a simple two-part answer to be
given, at least so far as the study of imperialism and culture (or
Orientalism) is concerned. In the first place, nearly every
nineteenth-century writer (and the same is true enough of writers
in earlier periods) was extraordinarily well aware of the fact of
empire: this is a subject not very well studied, but it will not take
a modern Victorian specialist long to admit that liberal cultural
heroes like John Stuart Mill, Arnold, Carlyle, Newman, Macaulay,
Ruskin, George Eliot, and even Dickens had definite views on race
and imperialism, which are quite easily to be found at work in
their writing. So even a specialist must deal with the knowledge
that Mill, for example, made it clear in On Liberty and Representa-
tive Government that his views there could not be applied to
India (he was an India Office functionary for a good deal of his
life, after all) because the Indians were civilizationally, if not
racially, inferior. The same kind of paradox is to be found in Marx,
as I try to show in this book. In the second place, to believe that
politics in the form of imperialism bears upon the production of
literature, scholarship, social theory, and history writing is by no
means equivalent to saying that culture is therefore a demeaned
or denigrated thing. Quite the contrary: my whole point is to say
that we can better understand the persistence and the durability of
saturating hegemonic systems like culture when we realize that their
internal constraints upon writers and thinkers were productive, not
unilaterally inhibiting. It is this idea that Gramsci, certainly, and
Foucault and Raymond Williams in their very different ways have
been trying to illustrate. Even one or two pages by Williams on “the
uses of the Empire” in The Long Revolution tell us more about
nineteenth-century cultural richness than many volumes of hermetic
textual analyses."

Therefore I study Orientalism as a dynamic exchange between



Introduction 15

individual authors and the large political concerns shaped by the
three great empires—British, French, American—in whose in-
tellectual and imaginative territory the writing was produced. What
interests me most as a scholar is not the gross political verity but
the detail, as indeed what interests us in someone like Lane or
Flaubert or Renan is not the (to him) indisputable truth that Occi-
dentals are superior to Orientals, but the profoundly worked over
and modulated evidence of his detailed work within the very wide
space opened up by that truth. One need only remember that
Lane'’s Manners and Customs of the Modern Egyptians is a classic
of historical and anthropological observation because of its style, its
enormously intelligent and brilliant details, not because of its
simple reflection of racial superiority, to understand what I am
saying here.

The kind of political questions raised by Orientalism, then, are
as follows: What other sorts of intellectual, aesthetic, scholarly,
and cultural energies went into the making of an imperialist tradi-
tion like the Orientalist one? How did philology, lexicography,
history, biology, political and economic theory, 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? What is the meaning of
originality, of continuity, of individuality, in this context? How
does Orientalism transmit or reproduce itself from one epoch to
another? In fine, how can we treat the cultural, historical phenom-
enon of Orientalism as a kind of willed human work—not of mere
unconditioned ratiocination—in all its historical complexity, detail,
and worth without at the same time losing sight of the alliance be-
tween cultural work, political tendencies, the state, and the specific
realities of domination? Governed by such concerns a humanistic
study can responsibly address itself to politics and culture. But this
is not to say that such a study establishes a hard-and-fast rule about
the relationship between knowledge and politics. My argument is
that each humanistic investigation must formulate the nature of
that connection in the specific context of the study, the subject
matter, and its historical circumstances.

2. The methodological question. In a previous book I gave a
good deal of thought and analysis to the methodological importance
for work in the human sciences of finding and formulating a first
step, a point of departure, a beginning principle.”* A major lesson
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I learned and tried to present was that there is no such thing as a
merely given, or simply available, starting point: beginnings have
to be made for each project in such a way as to enable what follows
from them. Nowhere in my experience has the difficulty of this
lesson been more consciously lived (with what success—or failure
—1I cannot really say) than in this study of Orientalism. The
idea of beginning, indeed the act of beginning, necessarily involves
an act of delimitation by which something is cut out of a great
mass of material, separated from the mass, and made to stand for,
as well as be, a starting point, a beginning; for the student of texts
one such notion of inaugural delimitation is Louis Althusser’s idea
of the problematic, a specific determinate unity of a text, or group
of texts, which is something given rise to by analysis.'* Yet in the
case of Orientalism (as opposed to the case of Marx’s texts, which
is what Althusser studies) there is not simply the problem of finding
a point of departure, or problematic, but also the question of
designating which texts, authors, and periods are the ones best
suited for study.

It has seemed to me foolish to attempt an encyclopedic narrative
history of Orientalism, first of all because if my guiding principle
was to be “the European idea of the Orient” there would be
virtually no limit to the material I would have had to deal with;
second, because the narrative model itself did not suit my descrip-
tive and political interests; third, because in such books as Raymond
Schwab’s La Renaissance orientale, Johann Fiick’s Die Arabischen
Studien in Europa bis in den Anfang des 20. Jahrhunderts, and
more recently, Dorothee Metlitzki’'s The Matter of Araby in
Medieval England™ there already exist encyclopedic works on cer-
tain aspects of the European-Oriental encounter such as make the
critic’s job, in the general political and intellectual context I sketched
above, a different one.

There still remained the problem of cutting down a very fat
archive to manageable dimensions, and more important, outlining
something in the nature of an intellectual order within that group
of texts without at the same time following a mindlessly chrono-
logical order. My starting point therefore has been the British,
French, and American experience of the Orient taken as a unit,
what made that experience possible by way of historical and intel-
lectual background, what the quality and character of the ex-
perience has been. For reasons I shall discuss presently I limited
that already limited (but still inordinately large) set of questions to
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the Anglo-French-American experience of the Arabs and Islam,
which for almost a thousand years together stood for the Orient.
Immediately upon doing that, a large part of the Orient seemed
to have been eliminated—India, Japan, China, and other sections
of the Far East—not because these regions were not important
(they obviously have been) but because one could discuss Europe’s
experience of the Near Orient, or of Islam, apart from its ex-
perience of the Far Orient. Yet at certain moments of that general
European history of interest in the East, particular parts of the
Orient like Egypt, Syria, and Arabia cannot be discussed without
also studying Europe’s involvement in the more distant parts, of
which Persia and India are the most important; a notable case in
point is the connection between Egypt and India so far as
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Britain was concerned. Similarly
the French role in deciphering the Zend-Avesta, the pre-eminence
of Paris as a center of Sanskrit studies during the first decade of
the nineteenth century, the fact that Napoleon’s interest in the
Orient was contingent upon his sense of the British role in India:
all these Far Eastern interests directly influenced French interest
in the Near East, Islam, and the Arabs.

Britain and France dominated, the Eastern Mediterranean from
about the end of the seventeenth century on. Yet my discussion of
that domination and systematic interest does not do justice to (a)
the important contributions to Orientalism of Germany, Italy,
Russia, Spain, and Portugal and (b) the fact that one of the im-
portant impulses toward the study of the Orient in the eighteenth
century was the revolution in Biblical studies stimulated by such
variously interesting pioneers as Bishop Lowth, Eichhorn, Herder,
and Michaelis. In the first place, I had to focus rigorously upon the
British-French and later the American material because it seemed
inescapably true not only that Britain and France were the
pioneer nations in the Orient and in Oriental studies, but that these
vanguard positions were held by virtue of the two greatest colonial
networks in pre-twentieth-century history; the American Oriental
position since World War II has fit—I think, quite self-consciously
—in the places excavated by the two earlier European powers.
Then too, I believe that the sheer quality, consistency, and mass
of British, French, and American writing on the Orient lifts it
above the doubtless crucial work done in Germany, Italy, Russia,
and elsewhere. But I think it is also true that the major steps in
Oriental scholarship were first taken in either Britain and France,
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then elaborated upon by Germans. Silvestre de Sacy, for example,
was not only the first modern and institutional European Orientalist,
who worked on Islam, Arabic literature, the Druze religion, and
Sassanid Persia; he was also the teacher of Champollion and of
Franz Bopp, the founder of German comparative linguistics. A
similar claim of priority and subsequent pre-eminence can be made
for William Jones and Edward William Lane.

In the second place—and here the failings of my study of
Orientalism are amply made up for—there has been some important
recent work on the background in Biblical scholarship to the rise of
what I have called modern Orientalism. The best and the most
illuminatingly relevant is E. S. Shaffer’s impressive “Kubla Khan”
and The Fall of Jerusalem,'* an indispensable study of the origins
of Romanticism, and of the intellectual activity underpinning a
great deal of what goes on in Coleridge, Browning, and George
Eliot. To some degree Shaffer’s work refines upon the outlines pro-
vided in Schwab, by articulating the material of relevance to be
found in the German Biblical scholars and using that material to
read, in an intelligent and always interesting way, the work of three
major British writers. Yet what is missing in the book is some sense
of the political as well as ideological edge given the Oriental
material by the British and French writers I am principally con-
cerned with; in addition, unlike Shaffer I attempt to elucidate
subsequent developments in academic as well as literary Orientalism
that bear on the connection between British and French Orientalism
on the one hand and the rise of an explicitly colonial-minded im-
perialism on the other. Then too, I wish to show how all these
earlier matters are reproduced more or less in American Orientalism
after the Second World War.

Nevertheless there is a possibly misleading aspect to my study,
where, aside from an occasional reference, I do not exhaustively
discuss the German developments after the inaugural period domi-
nated by Sacy. Any work that seeks to provide an understanding
of academic Orientalism and pays little attention to scholars like
Steinthal, Miiller, Becker, Goldziher, Brockelmann, Noldeke—to
mention only a handful—needs to be reproached, and I freely re-
proach myself. I particularly regret not taking more account of the
great scientific prestige that accrued to German scholarship by the
middle of the nineteenth century, whose neglect was made into a
denunciation of insular British scholars by George Eliot. I have in
mind Eliot'’s unforgettable portrait of Mr. Casaubon in Middle-
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march. One reason Casaubon cannot finish his Key to All Mythol-
ogies is, according to his young cousin Will Ladislaw, that he is
unacquainted with German scholarship. For not only has Casaubon
chosen a subject “as changing as chemistry: new discoveries are
constantly making new points of view”: he is undertaking a job
similar to a refutation of Paracelsus because “he is not an
Orientalist, you know.”*$

Eliot was not wrong in implying that by about 1830, which is
when Middlemarch is set, German scholarship had fully attained
its European pre-eminence. Yet at no time in German scholarship
during the first two-thirds of the nineteenth century could a close
partnership have developed between Orientalists and a protracted,
sustained national interest in the Orient. There was nothing in
Germany to correspond to the Anglo-French presence in India, the
Levant, North Africa. Moreover, the German Orient was almost
exclusively a scholarly, or at least a classical, Orient: it was made
the subject of lyrics, fantasies, and even novels, but it was never
actual, the way Egypt and Syria were actual for Chateaubriand,
Lane, Lamartine, Burton, Disraeli, or Nerval. There is some signifi-
cance in the fact that the two most renowned German works on
the Orient, Goethe’s Westdstlicher Diwan and Friedrich Schlegel’s
Uber die Sprache und Weisheit der Indier, were based respectively
on a Rhine journey and on hours spent in Paris libraries. What
German Oriental scholarship did was to refine and elaborate tech-
niques whose application was to texts, myths, ideas, and languages
almost literally gathered from the Orient by imperial Britain and
France.

Yet what German Orientalism had in common with Anglo-
French and later American Orientalism was a kind of intellectual
authority over the Orient within Western culture. This authority
must in large part be the subject of any description of Orientalism,
and it is so in this study. Even the name Orientalism suggests a
serious, perhaps ponderous style of expertise; when I apply it to
modern American social scientists (since they do not call them-
selves Orientalists, my use of the word is anomalous), it is to draw
attention to the way Middle East experts can still draw on the
vestiges of Orientalism’s intellectual position in nineteenth-century
Europe.

There is nothing mysterious or natural about authority. It is
formed, irradiated, disseminated; it is instrumental, it is persuasive;
it has status, it establishes canons of taste and value; it is virtually
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indistinguishable from certain ideas it dignifies as true, and from
traditions, perceptions, and judgments it forms, transmits, repro-
duces. Above all, authority can, indeed must, be analyzed. All
these attributes of authority apply to Orientalism, and much of what
I do in this study is to describe both the historical authority in and
the personal authorities of Orientalism.

My principal methodological devices for studying authority here
are what can be called strategic location, which is a way of describ-
ing the author’s position in a text with regard to the Oriental
material he writes about, and strategic formation, which 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. I use the notion of strategy simply to identify
the problem every writer on the Orient has faced: how to get hold
of it, how to approach it, how not to be defeated or overwhelmed
by its sublimity, its scope, its awful dimensions. Everyone who
writes about the Orient must locate himself vis-a-vis the Orient;
translated into his text, this location includes the kind of narrative
voice he adopts, the type of structure he builds, the kinds of images,
themes, motifs that circulate jn his text—all of which add up to
deliberate ways of addressing the reader, containing the Orient,
and finally, representing it or speaking in its behalf. None of this
takes place in the abstract, however. Every writer on the Orient
(and this is true even of Homer) assumes some Oriental precedent,
some previous knowledge of the Orient, to which he refers and on
which he relies. Additionally, each work on the Orient affiliates
itself with other works, with audiences, with institutions, with the
Orient itself. The ensemble of relationships between works,
audiences, and some particular aspects of the Orient therefore
constitutes an analyzable formation—for example, that of philo-
logical studies, of anthologies of extracts from Oriental literature,
of travel books, of Oriental fantasies—whose presence in time, in
discourse, in institutions (schools, libraries, foreign services) gives
it strength and authority.

It is clear, I hope, that my concern with authority does not
entail analysis of what lies hidden in the Orientalist text, but
analysis rather of the text’s surface, its exteriority to what it de-
scribes. I do not think that this idea can be overemphasized.
Orientalism is premised upon exteriority, that is, on the fact that
the Orientalist, poet or scholar, makes the Orient speak, describes
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the Orient, renders its mysteries plain for and to the West. He is
never concerned with the Orient except as the first cause of what he
says. What he says and writes, by virtue of the fact that it is said
or written, is meant to indicate that the Orientalist is outside the
Orient, both as an existential and as a moral fact. The principal
product of this exteriority is of course representation: as early as
Aeschylus’s play The Persians the Orient is transformed from a very
far distant and often threatening Otherness into figures that are
relatively familiar (in Aeschylus’s case, grieving Asiatic women).
The dramatic immediacy of representation in The Persians obscures
the fact that the audience is watching a highly artificial enactment
of what a non-Oriental has made into a symbol for the whole
Orient. My analysis of the Orientalist text therefore places emphasis
on the evidence, which js by no means invisible, for such representa-
tions as representations, not as “natural” depictions of the Orient.
This evidence is found just as prominently in the so-called truthful
text (histories, philological analyses, political treatises) as in the
avowedly artistic (i.e., openly imaginative) text. The things to look
at are style, figures of speech, setting, narrative devices, historical
and social circumstances, not the correctness of the representation
nor its fidelity to some great original. The exteriority of the repre-
sentation is always governed by some version of the truism that if
the Orient could represent itself, it would; since it cannot, the
representation does the job, for the West, and faute de mieux, for
the poor Orient. “Sie konnen sich nicht vertreten, sie miissen
vertreten werden,” as Marx wrote in The Eighteenth Brumaire of
Louis Bonaparte.

Another reason for insisting upon exteriority is that I believe it
needs to be made clear about cultural discourse and exchange
within a culture that what is commonly circulated by it is not
“truth” but representations. It hardly needs to be demonstrated
again that language itself is a highly organized and encoded system,
which employs many devices to express, indicate, exchange
messages and information, represent, and so forth. In any instance
of at least written language, there is no such thing as a delivered
presence, but a re-presence, or a representation. The value, efficacy,
strength, apparent veracity of a written statement about the Orient
therefore relies very little, and cannot instrumentally depend, on
the Orient as such. On the contrary, the written statement is a
presence to the reader by virtue of its having excluded, displaced,
made supererogatory any such real thing as “the Orient.” Thus all
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of Orientalism stands forth and away from the Orient: that
Orientalism makes sense at all depends more on the West than on
the Orient, and this sense is directly indebted to various Western
techniques of representation that make the Orient visible, clear,
“there” in discourse about it. And these representations rely upon
institutions, traditions, conventions, agreed-upon codes of under-
standing for their effects, not upon a distant and amorphous Orient.

The difference between representations of the Orient before the
last third of the eighteenth century and those after it (that is, those
belonging to what I call modern Orientalism) is that the range of
representation expanded enormously in the later period. It is true
that after William Jones and Anquetil-Duperron, and after
Napoleon’s Egyptian expedition, Europe came to know the Orient
more scientifically, to live in it with greater authority and discipline
than ever before. But what mattered to Europe was the expanded
scope and the much greater refinement given its techniques for
receiving the Orient. When around the turn of the eighteenth
century the Orient definitively revealed the age of its languages—
thus outdating Hebrew’s divine pedigree—it was a group of Euro-
peans who made the discovery, passed it on to other scholars,
and preserved the discovery in the new science of Indo-European
philology. A new powerful science for viewing the linguistic Orient
was born, and with it, as Foucault has shown in The Order of
Things, a whole web of related scientific interests. Similarly William
Beckford, Byron, Goethe, and Hugo restructured the Orient by
their art and made its colors, lights, and people visible through their
images, rhythms, and motifs. At most, the “real” Orient provoked
a writer to his vision; it very rarely guided it.

Orientalism responded more to the culture that produced it than
to its putative object, which was also produced by the West. Thus
the history of Orientalism has both an internal consistency and a
highly articulated set of relationships to the dominant culture sur-
rounding it. My analyses consequently try to show the field’s shape
and internal organization, its pioneers, patriarchal authorities,
canonical texts, doxological ideas, exemplary figures, its followers,
elaborators, and new authorities; I try also to explain how Oriental-
ism borrowed and was frequently informed by “strong” ideas,
doctrines, and trends ruling the culture. Thus there was (and is) a
linguistic Orient, a Freudian Orient, a Spenglerian Orient, a
Darwinian Orient, a racist Orient—and so on. Yet never has there
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been such a thing as a pure, or unconditional, Orient; similarly,
never has there been a nonmaterial form of Orientalism, much less
something so innocent as an “idea” of the Orient. In this underlying
conviction and in its ensuing methodological consequences do I
differ from scholars who study the history of ideas. For the emphases
and the executive form, above all the material effectiveness, of
statements made by Orientalist discourse are possible in ways that
any hermetic history of ideas tends completely to scant. Without
those emphases and that material effectiveness Orientalism would
be just another idea, whereas it is and was much more than that.
Therefore I set out to examine not only scholarly works but also
works of literature, political tracts, journalistic texts, travel books,
religious and philological studies. In other words, my hybrid per-
spective is broadly historical and “anthropological,” given that I
believe all texts to be worldly and circumstantial in (of course)
ways that vary from genre to genre, and from historical period to
historical period.

Yet unlike Michel Foucault, to whose work I am greatly in-
debted, I do believe in the determining imprint of individual writers
upon the otherwise anonymous collective body of texts constituting
a discursive formation like Orientalism. The unity of the large
ensemble of texts I analyze is due in part to the fact that they
frequently refer to each other: Orientalism is after all a system for
citing works and authors. Edward William Lane’s Manners and
Customs of the Modern Egyptians was read and cited by such
diverse figures as Nerval, Flaubert, and Richard Burton. He was an
authority whose use was an imperative for anyone writing or think-
ing about the Orient, not just about Egypt: when Nerval borrows
passages verbatim from Modern Egyptians it is to use Lane's
authority to assist him in describing village scenes in Syria, not
Egypt. Lane’s authority and the opportunities provided for citing
him discriminately as well as indiscriminately were there because
Orientalism could give his text the kind of distributive currency
that he acquired. There is no way, however, of understanding Lane’s
currency without also understanding the peculiar features of his
text; this is equally true of Renan, Sacy, Lamartine, Schlegel, and
a group of other influential writers. Foucault believes that in general
the individual text or author counts for very little; empirically, in
the case of Orientalism (and perhaps nowhere else) I find this not
to be so. Accordingly my analyses employ close textual readings
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whose goal is to reveal the dialectic between individual text or
writer and the complex collective formation to which his work is a
contribution.

Yet even though it includes an ample selection of writers, this
book is still far from a complete history or general account of
Orientalism. Of this failing I am very conscious. The fabric of as
thick a discourse as Orientalism has survived and functioned in
Western society because of its richness: all I have done is to describe
parts of that fabric at certain moments, and merely to suggest the
existence of a larger whole, detailed, interesting, dotted with
fascinating figures, texts, and events. I have consoled myself with
believing that this book is one installment of several, and hope
there are scholars and critics who might want to write others. There
is still a general essay to be written on imperialism and culture;
other studies would go more deeply into the connection between
Orientalism and pedagogy, or into Italian, Dutch, German, and
Swiss Orientalism, or into the dynamic between scholarship and
imaginative writing, or into the relationship between administrative
ideas and intellectual discipline. Perhaps the most important task
of all would be to undertake studies in contemporary alternatives to
Orientalism, to ask how one can study other cultures and peoples
from a libertarian, or a nonrepressive and nonmanipulative, per-
spective. But then one would have to rethink the whole complex
problem of knowledge and power. These are all tasks left em-
barrassingly incomplete in this study.

The last, perhaps self-flattering, observation on method that I
want to make here is that I have written this study with- several
audiences in mind. For students of literature and criticism, Oriental-
ism offers a marvelous instance of the interrelations between society,
history, and textuality; moreover, the cultural role played by the
Orient in the West connects Orientalism with ideology, politics, and
the logic of power, matters of relevance, I think, to the literary com-
munity. For contemporary students of the Orient, from university
scholars to policymakers, I have written with two ends in mind:
one, to present their intellectual genealogy to them in a way that
has not been done; two, to criticize—with the hope of stirring dis-
cussion—the often unquestioned assumptions on which their work
for the most part depends. For the general reader, this study deals
with matters that always compel attention, all of them connected
not only with Western conceptions and treatments of the Other but
also with the singularly important role played by Western culture



Introduction 25

in what Vico called the world of nations. Lastly, for readers in the
so-called Third World, this study proposes itself as a step towards
an understanding not so much of Western politics and of the non-
Western world in those politics as of the strength of Western
cultural discourse, a strength too often mistaken as merely decora-
tive or “superstructural.” My hope is to illustrate the formidable
structure of cultural domination and, specifically for formerly
colonized peoples, the dangers and temptations of employing this
structure upon themselves or upon others.

The three long chapters and twelve shorter units into which this
book is divided are intended to facilitate exposition as much as
possible. Chapter One, “The Scope of Orientalism,” draws a large
circle around all the dimensions of the subject, both in terms of
historical time and experiences and in terms of philosophical and
political themes. Chapter Two, “Orientalist Structures and Re-
structures,” attempts to trace the development of modern Oriental-
ism by a broadly chronological description, and also by the
description of a set of devices common to the work of important
poets, artists, and scholars, Chapter Three, “Orientalism Now,”
begins where its predecessor left off, at around 1870. This is the
period of great colonial expansion into the Orient, and it cul-
minates in World War II. The very last section of Chapter Three
characterizes the shift from British and French to American
hegemony; I attempt there finally to sketch the present intellectual
and social realities of Orientalism in the United States.

3. The personal dimension. In the Prison Notebooks Gramsci
says: “The starting-point of critical elaboration is the consciousness
of what one really is, and is ‘knowing thyself’ as a product of the
historical process to date, which has deposited in you an infinity
of traces, without leaving an inventory.” The only available English
translation inexplicably leaves Gramsci’s comment at that, whereas
in fact Gramsci’s Italian text concludes by adding, “therefore it is
imperative at the outset to compile such an inventory.”*

Much of the personal investment in this study derives from
my awareness of being an “Oriental” as a child growing up in two
British colonies. All of my education, in those colonies (Palestine
and Egypt) and in the United States, has been Western, and yet
that deep early awareness has persisted. 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
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Islamic Orient has had to be the center of attention. Whether what
I have achieved is the inventory prescribed by Gramsci is not for
me to judge, although I have felt it important to be conscious of
trying to produce one. Along the way, as severely and as rationally
as I have been able, I have tried to maintain a critical consciousness,
as well as employing those instruments of historical, humanistic,
and cultural research of which my education has made me the
fortunate beneficiary. In none of that, however, have I ever lost
hold of the cultural reality of, the personal involvement in having
been constituted as, “an Oriental.”

The historical circumstances making such a study possible are
fairly complex, and I can only list them schematically here. Anyone
resident in the West since the 1950s, particularly in the United
States, will have lived through an era of extraordinary turbulence
in the relations of East and West. No one will have failed to note
how “East” has always signified danger and threat during this
period, even as it has meant the traditional Orient as well as
Russia. In the universities a growing establishment of area-studies
programs and institutes has made the scholarly study of the Orient
a branch of national policy. Public affairs in this country include a
healthy interest in the Orient, as. much for its strategic and economic
importance as for its traditional exoticism. If the world has become
immediately accessible to a Western citizen living in the electronic
age, the Orient too has drawn nearer to him, and is now less a myth
perhaps than a place crisscrossed by Western, especially American,
interests.

One aspect of the electronic, postmodern world is that there
has been a reinforcement of the stereotypes by which the Orient is
viewed. Television, the films, and all the media’s resources have
forced information into more and more standardized molds. So far
as the Orient is concerned, standardization and cultural stereotyping
have intensified the hold of the nineteenth-century academic and
imaginative demonology of “the mysterious Orient.” This is nowhere
more true than in the ways by which the Near East is grasped.
Three things have contributed to making even the simplest percep-
tion 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
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total absence of any cultural position making it possible either to
identify with or dispassionately to discuss the Arabs or Islam.
Furthermore, it hardly needs saying that because the Middle East
is now so identified with Great Power politics, oil economics, and
the simple-minded dichotomy of freedom-loving, democratic Israel
and evil, totalitarian, and terroristic Arabs, the chances of anything
like a clear view of what one talks about in talking about the
Near East are depressingly small.

My own experiences of these matters are in part what made me
write this book. The life of an Arab Palestinian in the West,
particularly in America, is disheartening. There exists here an
almost unanimous consensus that politically he does not exist, and
when it is allowed that he does, it is either as a nuisance or, as an
Oriental. The web of racism, cultural stereotypes, political im-
perialism, dehumanizing ideology holding in the Arab or the
Muslim is very strong indeed, and it is this web which every
Palestinian has come to feel as his uniquely punishing destiny. It
has made matters worse for him to remark that no person academic-
ally involved with the Near East—no Orientalist, that is—has ever
in the United States culturally and politically identified himself
wholeheartedly with the Arabs; certainly there have been identi-
fications on some level, but they have never taken an “acceptable”
form as has liberal American identification with Zionism, and all too
frequently they have been radically flawed by their association
either with discredited political and economic interests (oil-
company and State Department Arabists, for example) or with
religion.

The nexus of knowledge and power creating “the Oriental” and
in a sense obliterating him as a human being is therefore not for
me an exclusively academic matter. Yet it is an intellectual matter
of some very obvious importance. I have been able to put to use my
humanistic and political concerns for the analysis and description
of a very worldly matter, the rise, development, and consolidation
of Orientalism. Too often literature and culture are presumed to be
politically, even historically innocent; it has regularly seemed
otherwise to me, and certainly my study of Orientalism has con-
vinced me (and I hope will convince my literary colleagues) that
society and literary culture can only be understood and studied
together. In addition, and by an almost inescapable logic, I have
found myself writing the history of a strange, secret sharer of
Western anti-Semitism. That anti-Semitism and, as I have discussed
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Knowing the Oriental

On June 13, 1910, Arthur James Balfour lectured the House of
Commons on “the problems with which we have to deal in Egypt.”
These, he said, “belong to a wholly different category” than those
“affecting the Isle of Wight or the West Riding of Yorkshire.” He
spoke with the authority of a long-time member of Parliament,
former private secretary to Lord Salisbury, former chief secretary
for Ireland, former secretary for Scotland, former prime minister,
veteran of numerous overseas crises, achievements, and changes.
During his involvement in imperial affairs Balfour served a monarch
who in 1876 had been declared Empress of India; he had been
especially well placed in positions of uncommon influence to follow
the Afghan and Zulu wars, the British occupation of Egypt in 1882,
the death of General Gordon in the Sudan, the Fashoda Incident,
the battle of Omdurman, the Boer War, the Russo-Japanese War.
In addition his remarkable social eminence, the breadth of his
learning and wit—he could write on such varied subjects as
Bergson, Handel, theism, and golf—his education at Eton and
Trinity College, Cambridge, and his apparent command over im-
perial affairs all gave considerable authority to what he told the
Commons in June 1910. But there was still more to Balfour’s
speech, or at least to his need for giving it so didactically and moral-
istically. Some members were questioning the necessity for “Eng-
land in Egypt,” the subject of Alfred Milner’s enthusiastic book of
1892, but here designating a once-profitable occupation that had
become a source of trouble now that Egyptian nationalism was on
the rise and the continuing British presence in Egypt no longer so
easy to defend. Balfour, then, to inform and explain.

Recalling the challenge of J. M. Robertson, the member of
Tyneside, Balfour himself put Robertson’s question again: “What
right have you to take up these airs of superiority with regard to
people whom you choose to call Oriental?” The choice of
“Oriental” was canonical; it had been employed by Chaucer and
Mandeville, by Shakespeare, Dryden, Pope, and Byron. It desig-
nated Asia or the East, geographically, morally, culturally. One
could speak in Europe of an Oriental personality, an Oriental
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atmosphere, an Oriental tale, Oriental despotism, or an Oriental
mode of production, and be understood. Marx had used the word,
and now Balfour was using it; his choice was understandable and
called for no comment whatever.

I take up no attitude of superiority. But I ask [Robertson and
anyone else] . . . who has even the most superficial knowledge of
history, if they will look in the face the facts with which a British
statesman has to deal when he is put in a position of supremacy
over great races like the inhabitants of Egypt and countries in the
East. We know the civilization of Egypt better than we know the
civilization of any other country. We know it further back; we
know it more intimately; we know more about it. It goes far
beyond the petty span of the history of our race, which is lost in
the prehistoric period at a time when the Egyptian civilisation had
already passed its prime. Look at all the Oriental countries. Do
not talk about superiority or inferiority.

Two great themes dominate his remarks here and in what will
follow: knowledge and power, the Baconian themes. As Balfour
justifies the necessity for British occupation of Egypt, supremacy
in his mind is associated with “our” knowledge of Egypt and not
principally with military or economic power. Knowledge to Balfour
means surveying a civilization from its origins to its prime to its
decline—and of course, it means being able to do that. Knowledge
means rising above immediacy, beyond self, into the foreign and
distant. The object of such knowledge is inherently vulnerable to
scrutiny; this object is a “fact” which, if it develops, changes, or
otherwise transforms itself in the way that civilizations frequently
do, nevertheless is fundamentally, even ontologically stable. To
have such knowledge of such a thing is to dominate it, to have
authority over it. And authority here means for “us” to deny
autonomy to “it"—the Oriental country—since we know it and it
exists, in a sense, as we know it. British knowledge of Egypt is
Egypt for Balfour, and the burdens of knowledge make such ques-
tions as inferiority and superiority seem petty ones. Balfour no-
where denies British superiority and Egyptian inferiority; he takes
them for granted as he describes the consequences of knowledge.

First of all, look at the facts of the case. Western nations as soon
as they emerge into history show the beginnings of those capacities
for self-government . . . having merits of their own. . . . You may
look through the whole history of the Orientals in what is called,
broadly speaking, the East, and you never find traces of self-
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government. All their great centuries—and they have been very
great—have been passed under despotisms, under absolute govern-
ment. All their great contributions to civilisation—and they have
been great—have been made under that form of government.
Conqueror has succeeded conqueror; one domination has followed
another; but never in all the revolutions of fate and fortune have
you seen one of those nations of its own motion establish what we,
from a Western point of view, call self-government. That is the
fact. It is not a question of superiority and inferiority. I suppose
a true Eastern sage would say that the working government which
we have taken upon ourselves in Egypt and elsewhere is not a
work worthy of a philosopher—that it is the dirty work, the
inferior work, of carrying on the necessary labour.

Since these facts are facts, Balfour must then go on to the next
part of his argument.

Is it a good thing for these great nations—I admit their greatness
—that this absolute government should be exercised by us? I think
it is a good thing, I think that experience shows that they have
got under it far better government than in the whole history of the
world they ever had before, and which not only is a benefit to
them, but is undoubtedly a benefit to the whole of the civilised
West. . . . We are in Egypt not merely for the sake of the Egyp-
tians, though we are there for their sake; we are there also for
the sake of Europe at large.

Balfour produces no evidence that Egyptians and “the races with
whom we deal” appreciate or even understand the good that is
being done them by colonial occupation, It does not occur to
Balfour, however, to let the Egyptian speak for himself, since
presumably any Egyptian who would speak out is more likely to be
“the agitator [who] wishes to raise difficulties” than the good native
who overlooks the “difficulties” of foreign domination. And so,
having settled the ethical problems, Balfour turns at last to the
practical ones. “If it is our business to govern, with or without
gratitude, with or without the real and genuine memory of all the
loss of which we have relieved the population [Balfour by no means
implies, as part of that loss, the loss or at least the indefinite post-
ponement of Egyptian independence] and no vivid imagination of
all the benefits which we have given to them; if that is our duty,
how is it to be performed?” England exports “our very best to these
countries.” These selfless administrators do their work “amidst
tens of thousands of persons belonging to a different creed, a differ-



34 ORIENTALISM

ent race, a different discipline, different conditions of life.” What
makes their work of governing possible is their sense of being sup-
ported at home by a government that endorses what they do. Yet

directly the native populations have that instinctive feeling that
those with whom they have got to deal have not behind them the
might, the authority, the sympathy, the full and ungrudging sup-
port of the country which sent them there, those populations lose
all that sense of order which is the very basis of their civilisation,
just as our officers lose all that sense of power and authority, which
is the very basis of everything they can do for the benefit of those
among whom they have been sent.

Balfour’s logic here is interesting, not least for being completely
consistent with the premises of his entire speech. England knows
Egypt; Egypt is what England knows; England knows that Egypt
cannot have self-government; England confirms that by occupying
Egypt; for the Egyptians, Egypt is what England has occupied and
now governs; foreign occupation therefore becomes “the very
basis” of contemporary Egyptian civilization; Egypt requires, indeed
insists upon, British occupation. But if the special intimacy between
governor and governed in Egypt is disturbed by Parliament’s doubts
at home, then “the authority of what . . . is the dominant race—
and as I think ought to remain the dominant race—has been under-
mined.” Not only does English prestige suffer; “it is vain for a handful
of British officials—endow them how you like, give them all the
qualities of character and genius you can imagine—it is impossible
for them to carry out the great task which in Egypt, not we only,
but the civilised world have imposed upon them.™

As a rhetorical performance Balfour’s speech is significant for
the way in which he plays the part of, and represents, a variety of
characters. There are of course “the English,” for whom the pro-
noun “we” is used with the full weight of a distinguished, powerful
man who feels himself to be representative of all that is best in his
nation’s history. Balfour can also speak for the civilized world, the
West, and the relatively small corps of colonial officials in Egypt.
If he does not speak directly for the Orientals, it is because they
after all speak another language; yet he knows how they feel since
he knows their history, their reliance upon such as he, and their
expectations. Still, he does speak for them in the sense that what
they might have to say, were they to be asked and might they be
able to answer, would somewhat uselessly confirm what is already
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word, the Empire must be wise; it must temper its cupidity with
selflessness, and its impatience with flexible discipline.

To be more explicit, what is meant when it is said that the com-
mercial spirit should be under some control is this—that in deal-
ing with Indians or Egyptians, or Shilluks, or Zulus, the first
question is to consider what these people, who are all, nationally
speaking, more or less in statu pupillari, themselves think is best
in their own interests, although this is a point which deserves
serious consideration. But it is essential that each special issue
should be decided mainly with reference to what, by the light of
Western knowledge and experience tempered by local considera-
tions, we conscientiously think is best for the subject race, without
reference to any real or supposed advantage which may accrue to
England as a nation, or—as is more frequently the case—to the
special interests represented by some one or more influential classes
of Englishmen. If the British nation as a whole persistently bears
this principle in mind, and insists sternly on its application, though
we can never create a patriotism akin to that based on affinity of
race or community of language, we may perhaps foster some sort
of cosmopolitan allegiance grounded on the respect always ac-
corded to superior talents and unselfish conduct, and on the
gratitude derived both from favours conferred and from those to
come. There may then at all events be some hope that the
Egyptian will hesitate before he throws in his lot with any future
Arabi, ., . . Even the Central African savage may eventually learn
to chant a hymn in honour of Astraea Redux, as represented by
the British official who denies him gin but gives him justice. More
than this, commerce will gain.?

How much “serious consideration” the ruler ought to give pro-
posals from the subject race was illustrated in Cromer’s total
opposition to Egyptian nationalism. Free native institutions, the
absence of foreign occupation, a self-sustaining national sover-
eignty: these unsurprising demands were consistently rejected by
Cromer, who asserted unambiguously that “the real future of Egypt
. . . lies not in the direction of a narrow nationalism, which will
only embrace native Egyptians . . . but rather in that of an enlarged
cosmopolitanism.™ Subject races did not have it in them to know
what was good for them. Most of them were Orientals, of whose
characteristics Cromer was very knowledgeable since he had had
experience with them both in India and Egypt. One of the con-
venient things about Orientals for Cromer was that managing
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them, although circumstances might differ slightly here and there,
was almost everywhere nearly the same.” This was, of course,
because Orientals were almost everywhere nearly the same.

Now at last we approach the long-developing core of essential
knowledge, knowledge both academic and practical, which Cromer
and Balfour inherited from a century of modern Western Oriental-
ism: knowledge about and knowledge of Orientals, their race,
character, culture, history, traditions, society, and possibilities. This
knowledge was effective: Cromer believed he had put it to use in
governing Egypt. Moreover, it was tested and unchanging knpwl-
edge, since “Orientals” for all practical purposes were a Platonic
essence, which any Orientalist (or ruler of Orientals) might examine,
understand, and expose. Thus in the thirty-fourth chapter of his
two-volume work Modern Egypt, the magisterial record of his
experience and achievement, Cromer puts down a sort of personal
canon of Orientalist wisdom:

Sir Alfred Lyall once said to me: “Accuracy is abhorrent to the
Oriental mind. Every Anglo-Indian should always remember that
maxim.” Want of accuracy, which easily degenerates into untruth-
fulness, is in fact the main characteristic of the Oriental mind.

The European is a close .reasoner; his statements of fact are
devoid of any ambiguity; he is a natural logician, albeit he may
not have studied logic; he is by nature sceptical and requires proof
before he can accept the truth of any proposition; his trained in-
telligence works like a piece of mechanism. The mind of the
Oriental, on the other hand, like his picturesque streets, is emi-
nently wanting in symmetry. His reasoning is of the most slipshod
description. Although the ancient Arabs acquired in a somewhat
higher degree the science of dialectics, their descendants are
singularly deficient in the logical faculty. They are often incapable
of drawing the most obvious conclusions from any simple premises
of which they may admit the truth. Endeavor to elicit a plain
statement of facts from any ordinary Egyptian. His explanation
will generally be lengthy, and wanting in lucidity. He will probably
contradict himself half-a-dozen times before he has finished his
story. He will often break down under the mildest process of
cross-examination.

Orientals or Arabs are thereafter shown to be gullible, “devoid of
energy and initiative,” much given to “fulsome flattery,” intrigue,
cunning, and unkindness to animals; Orientals cannot walk on
either a road or a pavement (their disordered minds fail to under-
stand what the clever European grasps immediately, that roads and
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pavements are made for walking); Orientals are inveterate liars,
they are “lethargic and suspicious,” and in everything oppose the
clarity, directness, and nobility of the Anglo-Saxon race.®

Cromer makes no effort to conceal that Orientals for him were
always and only the human material he governed in British colonies.
“As I am only a diplomatist and an administrator, whose proper
study is also man, but from the point of view of governing him,”
Cromer says, “. . . I content myself with noting the fact that
somehow or other the Oriental generally acts, speaks, and thinks
in a manner exactly opposite to the European.” Cromer’s descrip-:
tions are of course based partly on direct observation, yet here and
there he refers to orthodox Orientalist authorities (in particular
Ernest Renan and Constantin de Volney) to support his views. To
these authorities he also defers when it comes to explaining why
Orientals are the way they are. He has no doubt that any knowledge
of the Oriental will confirm his views, which, to judge from his
description of the Egyptian breaking under cross-examination, find
the Oriental to be guilty. The crime was that the Oriental was an
Oriental, and it is an accurate sign of how commonly acceptable
such a tautology was that it could be written without even an appeal
to European logic or symmetry of mind. Thus any deviation from
what were considered the norms of Oriental behavior was believed
to be unnatural; Cromer’s last annual report from Egypt conse-
quently proclaimed Egyptian nationalism to be an “entirely novel
idea” and “a plant of exotic rather than of indigenous growth.”®

We would be wrong, I think, to underestimate the reservoir of
accredited knowledge, the codes of Orientalist orthodoxy, to which
Cromer and Balfour refer everywhere in their writing and in their
public policy. To say simply that Orientalism was a rationalization
of colonial rule is to ignore the extent to which colonial rule was
justified in advance by Orientalism, rather than after the fact. Men
have always divided the world up into regions having either real or
imagined distinction from each other. The absolute demarcation
between East and West, which Balfour and Cromer accept with
such complacency, had been years, even centuries, in the making.
There were of course innumerable voyages of discovery; there
were contacts through trade and war. But more than this, since the
middle of the eighteenth century there had been two principal ele-
ments in the relation between East and West. One was a growing
systematic knowledge in Europe about the Orient, knowledge rein-
forced by the colonial encounter as well as by the widespread in-
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terest in the alien and unusual, exploited by the developing sciences
of ethnology, comparative anatomy, philology, and history; further-
more, to this systematic knowledge was added a sizable body of
literature produced by novelists, poets, translators, and gifted
travelers. The other feature of Oriental-European relations was that
Europe was always in a position of strength, not to say domination.
There is no way of putting this euphemistically. True, the relation-
ship of strong to weak could be disguised or mitigated, as when
Balfour acknowledged the “greatness” of Oriental civilizations. But
the essential relationship, on political, cultural, and even religious
grounds, was seen—in the West, which is what concerns us here—
to be one between a strong and a weak partner.

Many terms were used to express the relation: Balfour and
Cromer, typically, used several. The Oriental is irrational, depraved
(fallen), childlike, “different”; thus the European is rational,
virtuous, mature, “normal.” But the way of enlivening the relation-
ship was everywhere to stress the fact that the Oriental lived in a
different but thoroughly organized world of his own, a world with
its own national, cultural, and epistemological boundaries and
principles of internal coherence. Yet what gave the Oriental’s world
its intelligibility and identity ‘was not the result of his own efforts
but rather the whole complex series of knowledgeable manipula-
tions by which the Orient was identified by the West. Thus the two
features of cultural relationship I have been discussing come to-
gether. Knowledge of the Orient, because generated out of strength,
in a sense creates the Orient, the Oriental, and his world. In
Cromer’s and Balfour’s language the Oriental is depicted as some-
thing one judges (as in a court of law), something one studies and
depicts (as in a curriculum), something one disciplines (as in a
school or prison), something one illustrates (as in a zoological
manual). The point is that in each of these cases the Oriental is
contained and represented by dominating frameworks. Where do
these come from?

Cultural strength is not something we can discuss very easily—
and one of the purposes of the present work is to illustrate, analyze,
and reflect upon Orientalism as an exercise of cultural strength.
In other words, it is better not to risk generalizations about so
vague and yet so important a notion as cultural strength until a
good deal of material has been analyzed first. But at the outset one
can say that so far as the West was concerned during the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries, an assumption had been made that the
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Orient and everything in it was, if not patently inferior to, then in
need of corrective study by the West. The Orient was viewed as
if framed by the classroom, the criminal court, the prison, the
illustrated manual. Orientalism, then, is knowledge of the Orient
that places things Oriental in class, court, prison, or manual for
scrutiny, study, judgment, discipline, or governing.

During the early years of the twentieth century, men like Balfour
and Cromer could say what they said, in the way they did, because
a still earlier tradition of Orientalism than the nineteenth-century
one provided them with a vocabulary, imagery, rhetoric, and
figures with which to say it. Yet Orientalism reinforced, and was
reinforced by, the certain knowledge that Europe or the West
literally commanded the vastly greater part of the earth’s surface.
The period of immense advance in the institutions and content of
Orientalism coincides exactly with the period of unparalleled Euro-
pean expansion; from 1815 to 1914 European direct colonial
dominion expanded from about 35 percent of the earth’s surface
to about 85 percent of it.” Every continent was affected, none more
so than Africa and Asia. The two greatest empires were the British
and the French; allies and partners in some things, in others they
were hostile rivals. In the Orient, from the eastern shores of the
Mediterranean to Indochina and Malaya, their colonial possessions
and imperial spheres of influence were adjacent, frequently over-
lapped, often were fought over. But it was in the Near Orient, the
lands of the Arab Near East, where Islam was supposed to define
cultural and racial characteristics, that the British and the French
encountered each other and “the Orient” with the greatest intensity,
familiarity, and complexity. For much of the nineteenth century, as
Lord Salisbury put it in 1881, their common view of the Orient was
intricately problematic: “When you have got a . . . faithful ally who
is bent on meddling in a country in which you are deeply interested
—you have three courses open to you. You may renounce—or
monopolize—or share. Renouncing would have been to place the
French across our road to India. Monopolizing would have been
very near the risk of war. So we resolved to share.”®

And share they did, in ways that we shall investigate presently.
What they shared, however, was not only land or profit or rule; it
was the kind of intellectual power I have been calling Orientalism.
In a sense Orientalism was a library or archive of information
commonly and, in some of its aspects, unanimously held. What
bound the archive together was a family of ideas' and a unifying
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the two worlds thus conceived. Orientals lived in their world, “we”
lived in ours. The vision and material reality propped each other
up, kept each other going. A certain freedom of intercourse was
always the Westerner's privilege; because his was the stronger cul-
ture, he could penetrate, he could wrestle with, he could give shape
and meaning to the great Asiatic mystery, as Disraeli once called it.
Yet what has, I think, been previously overlooked is the constricted
vocabulary of such a privilege, and the comparative limitations of
such a vision. My argument takes it that the Orientalist reality is
both antihuman and persistent. Its scope, as much as its institutions
and all-pervasive influence, lasts up to the present.

But how did and does Orientalism work? How can one describe
it all together as a historical phenomenon, a way of thought, a
contemporary problem, and a material reality? Consider Cromer
again, an accomplished technician of empire but also a beneficiary
of Orientalism. He can furnish us with a rudimentary answer. In
“The Government of Subject Races” he wrestles with the problem
of how Britain, a nation of individuals, is to administer a wide-flung
empire according to a number of central principles. He contrasts
the “local agent,” who has both a specialist’s knowledge of the
native and an Anglo-Saxon individuality, with the central authority
at home in London. The former may “treat subjects of local
interest in a manner calculated to damage, or even to jeopardize,
Imperial interests. The central authority is in a position to obviate
any danger arising from this cause.” Why? Because this authority
can “ensure the harmonious working of the different parts of the
machine” and “should endeavour, so far as is possible, to realise
the circumstances attendant on the government of the depend-
ency.”™ The language is vague and unattractive, but the point is
not hard to grasp. Cromer envisions a seat of power in the West,
and radiating out from it towards the East a great embracing
machine, sustaining the central authority yet commanded by it.
What the machine’s branches feed into it in the East—human
material, material wealth, knowledge, what have you—is processed
by the machine, then converted into more power. The specialist does
the immediate translation of mere Oriental matter into useful sub-
stance: the Oriental becomes, for example, a subject race, an
example of an “Oriental” mentality, all for the enhancement of the
“authority” at home. “Local interests” are Orientalist special in-
terests, the “central authority” is the general interest of the imperial
society as a whole. What Cromer quite accurately sees is the man-
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agement of knowledge by society, the fact that knowledge—no
matter how special—is regulated first by the local concerns of a
specialist, later by the general concerns of a social system of
authority. The interplay between local and central interests is intri-
cate, but by no means indiscriminate.

In Cromer’s own case as an imperial administrator the “proper
study is also man,” he says. When Pope proclaimed the proper
study of mankind to be man, he meant all men, including “the poor
Indian”; whereas Cromer’s “also” reminds us that certain men, such
as Orientals, can be singled out as the subject for proper study. The
proper study—in this sense—of Orientals is Orientalism, properly
separate from other forms of knowledge, but finally useful (because
finite) for the material and social reality enclosing all knowledge
at any time, supporting knowledge, providing it with uses. An order
of sovereignty is set up from East to West, a mock chain of being
whose clearest form was given once by Kipling:

Mule, horse, elephant, or bullock, he obeys his driver, and the

driver his sergeant, and the sergeant his lieutenant, and the lieu-

tenant his captain, and the captain his major, and the major his
colonel, and the colonel his brigadier commanding three regiments,
and the brigadier his general, who obeys the Viceroy, who is the
servant of the Empress,'®
As deeply forged as is this monstrous chain of command, as strongly
managed as is Cromer’s “harmonious working,” Orientalism can
also express the strength of the West and the Orient’s weakness—as
seen by the West. Such strength and such weakness are as intrinsic
to Orientalism as they are to any view that divides the world into
large general divisions, entities that coexist in a state of tension
produced by what is believed to be radical difference.

For that is the main intellectual issue raised by Orientalism. Can
one divide human reality, as indeed human reality seems to be
genuinely divided, into clearly different cultures, histories, tradi-
tions, societies, even races, and survive the consequences humanly?
By surviving the consequences humanly, T mean to ask whether
there is any way of avoiding the hostility expressed by the division,
say, of men into “us” (Westerners) and “they” (Orientals). For
such divisions are generalities whose use historically and actually
has been to press the importance of the distinction between some
men and some other men, usually towards not especially admirable
ends. When one uses categories like Oriental and Western as both
the starting and the end points of analysis, research, public policy
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(as the categories were used by Balfour and Cromer), the result is
usually to polarize the distinction—the Oriental becomes more
Oriental, the Westerner more Western—and limit the human en-
counter between different cultures, traditions, and societies. In
short, from its earliest modern history to the present, Orientalism
as a form of thought for dealing with the foreign has typically shown
the altogether regrettable tendency of any knowledge based on such
hard-and-fast distinctions as “East” and “West”: to channel thought
into a West or an East compartment. Because this tendency is right
at the center of Orientalist theory, practice, and values found in the
West, the sense of Western power over the Orient is taken for
granted as having the status of scientific truth.

A contemporary illustration or two should clarify this observa-
tion perfectly. It is natural for men in power to survey from time to
time the world with which they must deal. Balfour did it frequently.
Our contemporary Henry Kissinger does it also, rarely with more
express frankness than in his essay “Domestic Structure and Foreign
Policy.” The drama he depicts is a real one, in which the United
States must manage its behavior in the world under the pressures
of domestic forces on the one hand and of foreign realities on the
other. Kissinger’s discourse must for that reason alone establish a
polarity between the United States and the world; in addition, of
course, he speaks consciously as an authoritative voice for the major
Western power, whose recent history and present reality have
placed it before a world that does not easily accept its power and
dominance. Kissinger feels that the United States can deal less
problematically with the industrial, developed West than it can
with the developing world. Again, the contemporary actuality of
relations between the United States and the so-called Third World
(which includes China, Indochina, the Near East, Africa, and
Latin America) is manifestly a thorny set of problems, which even
Kissinger cannot hide.

Kissinger’s method in the essay proceeds according to what
linguists call binary opposition: that is, he shows that there are two
styles in foreign policy (the prophetic and the political), two types
of technique, two periods, and so forth. When at the end of the
historical part of his argument he is brought face to face with the
contemporary world, he divides it accordingly into two halves, the
developed and the developing countries. The first half, which is the
West, “is deeply committed to the notion that the real world is
external to the observer, that knowledge consists of recording and
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classifying data—the more accurately the better.” Kissinger’s proof
for this is the Newtonian revolution, which has not taken place in
the developing world: “Cultures which escaped the early impact of
Newtonian thinking have retained the essentially pre-Newtonian
view that the real world is almost completely internal to the ob-
server.” Consequently, he adds, “empirical reality has a much
different significance for many of the new countries than for the
West because in a certain sense they never went through the process
of discovering it.”"®

Unlike Cromer, Kissinger does not need to quote Sir Alfred Lyall
on the Oriental’s inability to be accurate; the point he makes is
sufficiently unarguable to require no special validation. We had our
Newtonian revolution; they didn’t. As thinkers we are better off
than they are. Good: the lines are drawn in much the same way,
finally, as Balfour and Cromer drew them. Yet sixty or more years
have intervened between Kissinger and the British imperialists.
Numerous wars and revolutions have proved conclusively that the
pre-Newtonian prophetic style, which Kissinger associates both
with “inaccurate” developing countries and with Europe before the
Congress of Vienna, is not entirely without its successes. Again
unlike Balfour and Cromer, Kissinger therefore feels obliged to
respect this pre-Newtonian perspective, since “it offers great flexi-
bility with respect to the contemporary revolutionary turmoil.”
Thus the duty of men in the post-Newtonian (real) world is to
“construct an international order before a crisis imposes it as a
necessity”: in other words, we must still find a way by which the
developing world can be contained. Is this not similar to Cromer’s
vision of a harmoniously working machine designed ultimately to
benefit some central authority, which opposes the developing world?

Kissinger may not have known on what fund of pedigreed knowl-
edge he was drawing when he cut the world up into pre-Newtonian
and post-Newtonian conceptions of reality. But his distinction is
identical with the orthodox one made by Orientalists, who separate
Orientals from Westerners. And like Orientalism’s distinction
Kissinger’s is not value-free, despite the apparent neutrality of his
tone. Thus such words as “prophetic,” *accuracy,” “internal,”
“empirical reality,” and “order” are scattered throughout his de-
scription, and they characterize either attractive, familiar, desirable
virtues or menacing, peculiar, disorderly defects. Both the tradi-
tional Orientalist, as we shall see, and Kissinger conceive of the
difference between cultures, first, as creating a battlefront that
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separates them, and second, as inviting the West to control, con-
tain, and otherwise govern (through superior knowledge and ac-
commodating power) the Other. With what effect and at what con-
siderable expense such militant divisions have been maintained, no
one at present needs to be reminded.

Another illustration dovetails neatly—perhaps too neatly—with
Kissinger’s analysis. In its February 1972 issue, the American
Journal of Psychiatry printed an essay by Harold W. Glidden, who
is identified as a retired member of the Bureau of Intelligence and
Research, United States Department of State; the essay’s title (‘fI'he
Arab World”), its tone, and its content argue a highly characteristic
Orientalist bent of mind. Thus for his four-page, double-columned
psychological portrait of over 100 million people, considered for a
period of 1,300 years, Glidden cites exactly four sources for his
views: a recent book on Tripoli, one issue of the Egyptian news-
paper Al-Ahram, the periodical Oriente Moderno, and a book by
Majid Khadduri, a well-known Orientalist. The article itself pur-
ports to uncover “the inner workings of Arab behavior,” which
from our point of view is “aberrant” but for Arabs is “normal.”
After this auspicious start, we are told that Arabs stress conformity;
that Arabs inhabit a shame culture whose “prestige system” involves
the ability to attract followers and clients (as an aside we are told
that “Arab society is and always has been based on a system of
c]ient-patron relationships”™); that Arabs can function only in con-
flict situations; that prestige is based solely on the ability to
dominate others; that a shame culture—and therefore Islam itself
—makes a virtue of revenge (here Glidden triumphantly cites the
June 29, 1970 Ahram to show that “in 1969 [in Egypt] in 1070
cases of murder where the perpetrators were apprehended, it was
found that 20 percent of the murders were based on a desire to wipe
out shame, 30 percent on a desire to satisfy real or imaginary
wrongs, and 31 percent on a desire for blood revenge”); that if
from a Western point of view “the only rational thing for the Arabs
to do is to make peace . . . for the Arabs the situation is not
governed by this kind of logic, for objectivity is not a value in the
Arab system.”

Glidden continues, now more enthusiastically: “it is a notable
fact that while the Arab value system demands absolute solidarity
within the group, it at the same time encourages among its members
a kind of rivalry that is destructive of that very solidarity”; in Arab
society only “success counts” and “the end justifies the means”;
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Guillaume Postel were primarily specialists in the languages of the
Biblical provinces, although Postel boasted that he could get across
Asia as far as China without needing an interpreter. By and large,
until the mid-eighteenth century Orientalists were Biblical scholars,
students of the Semitic languages, Islamic specialists, or, because the
Jesuits had opened up the new study of China, Sinologists. The
whole middle expanse of Asia was not academically conquered for
Orientalism until, during the later eighteenth century, Anquetil-
Duperron and Sir William Jones were able intelligibly to reveal the
extraordinary riches of Avestan and Sanskrit. By the middle of the
nineteenth century Orientalism was as vast a treasure-house of
learning as one could imagine. There are two excellent indices of
this new, triumphant eclecticism. One is the encyclopedic descrip-
tion of Orientalism roughly from 1765 to 1850 given by Raymond
Schwab in his La Renaissance orientale. Quite aside from the
scientific discoveries of things Oriental made by learned profes-
sionals during this period in Europe, there was the virtual epidemic
of Orientalia affecting every major poet, essayist, and philosopher
of the period. Schwab’s notion is that “Oriental” identifies an
amateur or professional enthusiasm for everything Asiatic, which
was wonderfully synonymous with the exotic, the mysterious, the
profound, the seminal; this is a later transposition eastwards of a
similar enthusiasm in Europe for Greek and Latin antiquity during
the High Renaissance. In 1829 Victor Hugo put this change in
directions as follows: “Au siécle de Louis XIV on était helléniste,
maintenant on est orientaliste.”** A nineteenth-century Orientalist
was therefore either a scholar (a Sinologist, an Islamicist, an Indo-
Europeanist) or a gifted enthusiast (Hugo in Les Orientales, Goethe
in the Westéstlicher Diwan), or both (Richard Burton, Edward
Lane, Friedrich Schlegel).

The second index of how inclusive Orientalism had become
since the Council of Vienne is to be found in nineteenth-century
chronicles of the field itself. The most thorough of its kind is Jules
Mohl’s Vingt-sept Ans d’histoire des études orientales, a two-volume
logbook of everything of note that took place in Orientalism be-
tween 1840 and 1867.2' Mohl was the secretary of the Société
asiatique in Paris, and for something more than the first half of the
nineteenth century Paris was the capital of the Orientalist world
(and, according to Walter Benjamin, of the nineteenth century).
Mohl’s position in the Société could not have been more central
to the field of Orientalism. There is scarcely anything done by a
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European scholar touching Asia during those twenty-seven years
that Mohl does not enter under “études orientales.” His entries of
course concern publications, but the range of published material of
interest to Orientalist scholars is awesome. Arabic, innumerable
Indian dialects, Hebrew, Pehlevi, Assyrian, Babylonian, Mongolian,
Chinese, Burmese, Mesopotamian, Javanese: the list of philological
works considered Orientalist is almost uncountable. Moreover,
Orientalist studies apparently cover everything from the editing and
translation of texts to numismatic, anthropological, archaeological,
sociological, economic, historical, literary, and cultural studies in
every known Asiatic and North African civilization, ancient and
modern. Gustave Dugat’s Histoire des orientalistes de I'Europe du
XII° au XIX* siécle (1868-1870)* is a selective history of major
figures, but the range represented is no less immense than Mohl's.
Such eclecticism as this had its blind spots, nevertheless.
Academic Orientalists for the most part were interested in the
classical period of whatever language or society it was that they
studied. Not until quite late in the century, with the single major
exception of Napoleon’s Institut d’Egypte, was much attention
given to the academic study of the modern, or actual, Orient.
Moreover, the Orient studied was a textual universe by and large;
the impact of the Orient was made through books and manuscripts,
not, as in the impress of Greece on the Renaissance, through
mimetic artifacts like sculpture and pottery. Even the rapport
between an Orientalist and the Orient was textual, so much so that
it is reported of some of the early-nineteenth-century German
Orientalists that their first view of an eight-armed Indian statue
cured them completely of their Orientalist taste.® When a learned
Orientalist traveled in the country of his specialization, it was always
with unshakable abstract maxims about the “civilization” he had
studied; rarely were Orientalists interested in anything except prov-
ing the validity of these musty “truths” by applying them, without
great success, to uncomprehending, hence degenerate, natives.
Finally, the very power and scope of Orientalism produced not
only a fair amount of exact positive knowledge about the Orient
but also a kind of second-order knowledge—lurking in such places
as the “Oriental” tale, the mythology of the mysterious East, notions
of Asian inscrutability—with a life of its own, what V. G. Kiernan
has aptly called “Europe’s collective day-dream of the Orient.”**
One happy result of this is that an estimable number of important
writers during the nineteenth century were Oriental enthusiasts: It is



