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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
_the Orient of Chateaubriand and Nerval.” He was right about the place, of

' Thierry Desjardins, Le Martyre du Liban (Paris: Plon, 1976), p. 14.
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course, especially so far as a European was concerned. The Orient was almost a
Furopean invention, and had been since antiquity a place of romance, exotic
peings, haunting memories and landscapes, remarkable experiences. Now it was
disappearing; in asense ithad happened, its time was OVer. Perhaps it seemed irrel-
evant that Orientals themselves had something at stake in the process, thatevenin
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 Euro-
pean 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 - less so the Germans,
Russian, Spanish, Portuguese, Italians, and Swiss — have had a long tradition of
.what I shall be calling Orientalism, a way of coming to terms with the Orient that
;s 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 contes-
“tant, and one of its deepest and most recurring images of the Other. In addition,
“the Orient has helped to define Europe (or the West) as its contrasting image, idea,
~personality, experience. Yet none of this Orient is merely imaginative. The Orient
js an integral part of European material civilization and culture. Orientalism
rexpresses 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 Amer-
ican 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 Fast) makes
great claims on our understanding of that Orient.
Tt will be clear to the reader (and will become clearer still throughout the many
‘pages that follow) that by Orientalism [ mean geveral 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 insti-
tutions. Anyone who teaches, writes about, or researches the Orient — and this
applies whether the person is an anthropologist, sociologist, historian, or philolo-
gist — either in its specific or its general aspects, is an Orientalist, and what he or
she does is Orientalism. Compared with Oriental studies or area studies, itis true that
“the term Orientalism is less preferred by specialists today, both because it is to0
vague and general and because it connotes the high-handed executive attitude of
nineteenth-century and early-twentieth-century European colonialism. Neverthe-
less 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, Orientalism lives on academically
‘through its doctrines and theses about the Orient and the Oriental.
Related to this academic tradition, whose fortunes, transmigrations,
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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 imperial admin-
istrators, have accepted the basic distinction between East and West as the starting
point for elaborate theories, epics, novels, social descriptions, and political
accounts concerning the Orient, its people, customs, “mind,” destiny, and so on.
This Orientalism 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 construed a “field” as this.
The interchange between the academic and the more or less imaginative mean-
ings 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 some-
thing 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 authority 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 polit-
ically, sociologically, militarily, ideologically, scientifically, and imaginatively
during the post-Enlightenment period. Moreover, so authoritative a position did
Orientalism have that I believe no one writing, thinking, 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 uni-
laterally 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 differ-
ence between the Franco-British involvement in the Orient and — until the period
of American ascendancy after World War II - the involvement of every other Euro-
pean and Atlantic power. To speak of Orientalism therefore is to speak mainly,
although not exclusively, of a British and French cultural enterprise, 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
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trade, colonial armies and a long tradition of colonial administrators, a formidable
scholarly corpus, innumerable Oriental “experts” and “hands”, an Oriental profes-
sorate, 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 Orien-
talism; since World War Il America has dominated the Orient, and approaches it
as France and Britain once did. Out of that closeness, whose dynamic is enor-
mously productive even if it always demonstrates the comparatively greater
strength of the Occident (British, French, or American), comes the large body of
texts I call Orientalist . . .

Imaginative Geography and Its Representations: Orientalizing
the Oriental

It is perfectly possible to argue that some distinctive objects are made by the mind,
and that these objects, while appearing to exist objectively, have only a fictional
reality. A group of people living on a few acres of land will set up boundaries
between their land and its immediate surroundings and the territory beyond,
which they call “the land of the barbarians.” In other words, this universal prac-
tice of designating in one’s mind a familiar space which is “ours” and an unfamiliar
space beyond “ours” which is “theirs” is a way of making geographical distinc-
tions that can be entirely arbitrary. I use the word “arbitrary” here because
imaginative geography of the “our land-barbarian land” variety does not require
that the barbarians acknowledge the distinction. It is enough for “us” to set up
these boundaries in our own minds; “they” become “they” accordingly, and both
their territory and their mentality are designated as different from “ours.” To a
certain extent modern and primitive societies seem thus to derive a sense of their
identities negatively. A fifth-century Athenian was very likely to feel himself to be
nonbarbarian as much as he positively felt himself to be Athenian. The geographic
boundaries accompany the social, ethnic, and cultural ones in expected ways. Yet
often the sense in which someone feels himself to be not-foreign is based on a very
unrigorous idea of what is “out there,” beyond one’s own territory. All kinds of
suppositions, associations, and fictions appear to crowd the unfamiliar space
outside one’s own.

The French philosopher Gaston Bachelard once wrote an analysis of what he
called the poetics of space.® The inside of a house, he said, acquires a sense of inti-
macy, secrecy, security, real or imagined, because of the experiences that come to

% Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, trans. Maria Jolas (New York: Orion Press, 1964).
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seem appropriate for it. The objective space of a house — its corners, corridors,
cellar, rooms — is far less important than what poetically it is endowed with, which
is usually a quality with an imaginative or figurative value we can name and feel:
thus a house may be haunted, or homelike, or prisonlike, or magical. So space
acquires emotional and even rational sense by a kind of poetic process, whereby
the vacant or anonymous reaches of distance are converted into meaning for us
here. The same process occurs when we deal with time. Much of what we associate
with or even know about such periods as “long ago” or “the beginning” or “at the
end of time” is poetic — made up. For a historian of Middle Kingdom Egypt, “long
ago” will have a very clear sort of meaning, but even this meaning does not totally
dissipate the imaginative, quasi-fictional quality one senses lurking in a time very
different and distant from our own. For there is no doubt that imaginative geog-
raphy and history help the mind to intensify its own sense of itself by dramatizing
the distance and difference between what is close to it and what is far away. This
is no less true of the feelings we often have that we would have been more “at
home” in the sixteenth century or in Tahiti.

Yet there is no use in pretending that all we know about time and space, or rather
history and geography, is more than anything else imaginative. There are such
things as positive history and positive geography which in Europe and the United
States have impressive achievements to point to. Scholars now do know more
about the world, its past and present, than they did, for example, in Gibbon’s time.
Yet this is not to say that they know all there is to know, nor, more important, is it
to say that what they know has effectively dispelled the imaginative geographical
and historical knowledge 1 have been considering. We need not decide here
whether this kind of imaginative knowledge infuses history and geography, or
whether in some way it overrides them. Let us just say for the time being thatit is
there as something more than what appears to be merely positive knowledge.

Almost from earliest times in Europe the Orient was something more than what
was empirically known about it. At Jeast until the early eighteenth century, as R.
W. Southern has so elegantly shown, European understanding of one kind of
Oriental culture, the Islamic, was ignorant but complex.29 For certain associations
with the East - not quite ignorant, not quite informed — always seem to have gath-
ered around the notion of an Orient. Consider first the demarcation between Orient
and West. It already seems bold by the time of the Iliad. Two of the most profoundly
influential qualities associated with the East appear in Aeschylus's The Persians, the
carliest Athenian play extant, and in The Bacchae of Euripides, the very last one
extant. Aeschylus portrays the sense of disaster overcoming the Persians when
they learn that their armies, led by King Xerxes, have been destroyed by the Greeks.
The chorus sings the following ode:

Now all Asia’s land
Moans in emptiness.

» R. W. Southern, Western Views of Isiam in the Middle Ages (Cambridge, MA; Harvard University
Press, 1962), p. 14.
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Xerxes led forth, oh oh!

Xerxes destroyed, woe, woe!

Xerxes’ plans have all miscarried

In ships of the sea.

Why did Darius then

Bring no harm to his men

When he led them into battle,

That beloved leader of men from Susa?*

What matters here is that Asia speaks through and by virtue of the European imag-
ination, which is depicted as victorious over Asia, that hostile “other” world
beyond the seas. To Asia are given the feelings of emptiness, loss, and disaster that
seem thereafter to reward Oriental challenges to the West; and also, the lament that
in some glorious past Asia fared better, was itself victorious over Europe.

In The Bacchae, perhaps the most Asiatic of all the Attic dramas, Dionysus is
explicitly connected with his Asian origins and with the strangely threatening
excesses of Oriental mysteries. Pentheus, king of Thebes, is destroyed by his
mother, Agave, and her fellow bacchantes. Having defied Dionysus by not recog-
nizing either his power or his divinity, Pentheus is thus horribly punished, and the
play ends with a general recognition of the eccentric god’s terrible power. Modern
commentators on The Bacchae have not failed to note the play’s extraordinary range
of intellectual and aesthetic effects; but there has been no escaping the additional
historical detail that Euripides “was surely affected by the new aspect that the
Dionysiac cults must have assumed in the light of the foreign ecstatic religions of
Bendis, Cybele, Sabazius, Adonis, and Isis, which were introduced from Asia
Minor and the Levant and swept through Piraeus and Athens during the frus-
trating and increasingly irrational years of the Peloponnesian War.”"

The two aspects of the Orient that set it off from the West in this pair of plays
will remain essential motifs of European imaginative geography. A line is drawn
between two continents. Europe is powerful and articulate; Asia is defeated and
distant. Aeschylus represents Asia, makes her speak in the person of the aged
Persian queen, Xerxes’ mother. It is Europe that articulates the Orient; this articu-
lation is the prerogative, not of a puppet master, but of a genuine creator, whose
life-giving power represents, animates, constitutes the otherwise silent and
dangerous space beyond familiar boundaries. There is an analogy between
Aeschylus’s orchestra, which contains the Asiatic world as the playwright
conceives it, and the learned envelope of Orientalist scholarship, which also will
hold in the vast, amorphous Asiatic sprawl for sometimes sympathetic but always

% Aeschylus, The Persians, trans. Anthony J. Podleck (Englewood Cliffs, N. J.: Prentice-Hall, 1970), pp-
73-4.

3 Euripides, The Bacchae, trans. Geoffrey 5. Kirk (Englewood Cliffs, N. J.: Prentice-Hall, 1970), p.3. For
further discussion of the Europe-Orient distinction see Santo Mazzarino, Fra oriente e occidente: Ricerche
di storia greca arcaica (Florence: La Nuova Italia, 1947), and Denys Hay, Europe: The Emergence of an Idea
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1968).
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dominating scrutiny. Secondly, there is the motif of the Orient as insinuating
danger. Rationality is undermined by Eastern excesses, those mysteriously attrac-
tive opposites to what seem to be normal values. The difference separating East
from West is symbolized by the sternness with which, at first, Pentheus rejects the
hysterical bacchantes. When later he himself becomes a bacchant, he is destroyed
not so much for having given in to Dionysus as for having incorrectly assessed
Dionysus’s menace in the first place. The lesson that Euripides intends is drama-
tized by the presence in the play of Cadmus and Tiresias, knowledgeable older men
who realize that “sovereignty” alone does not rule men;* there is such a thing as
judgment, they say, which means sizing up correctly the force of alien powers and
expertly coming to terms with them. Hereafter Oriental mysteries will be taken
seriously, not least because they challenge the rational Western mind to new exer-
cises of its enduring ambition and power.

But one big division, as between West and Orient, leads to other smaller ones,
especially as the normal enterprises of civilization provoke such outgoing activi-
ties as travel, conquest, new experiences. In classical Greece and Rome
geographers, historians, public figures like Caesar, orators, and poets added to the
fund of taxonomic lore separating races, regions, nations, and minds from each
other; much of that was self-serving, and existed to prove that Romans and Greeks
were superior to other kinds of people. But concern with the Orient had its own
tradition of classification and hierarchy. From at least the second century B.C. on,
it was lost on no traveler or eastward-looking and ambitious Western potentate
that Herodotus ~ historian, traveler, inexhaustibly curious chronicler — and
Alexander - king warrior, scientific conqueror —had been in the Orient before. The
Orient was therefore subdivided into realms previously known, visited,
conquered, by Herodotus and Alexander as well as their epigones, and those
realms not previously known, visited, conquered. Christianity completed the
setting up of main intra-Oriental spheres: there was a Near Orient and a Far Orient,
a familiar Orient, which René Grousset calls “I'empire du Levant,”® and a novel
Orient. The Orient therefore alternated in the mind’s geography between being an
Old World to which one returned, as to Eden or Paradise, there to set up a new
version of the old, and being a wholly new place to which one came as Columbus
came to America, in order to set up a New World (although, ironically, Columbus
himself thought that he discovered a new part of the Old World). Certainly neither
of these Orients was purely one thing or the other: it is their vacillations, their
tempting suggestiveness, their capacity for entertaining and confusing the mind,
that are interesting.

Consider how the Orient, and in particular the Near Orient, became known in
the West as its great complementary opposite since antiquity. There were the Bible
and the rise of Christianity; there were travelers like Marco Polo who charted the
trade routes and patterned a regulated system of commercial exchange, and after

**  Euripides, Bacchae, p. 52.
®  René Grousset, L'Empire du Levant: Histoire de Ia question d'Orient (Paris: Payot, 1946).
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him Lodovico di Varthema and Pietro della Valle; there were fabulists like
Mandeville; there were the redoubtable conquering Eastern movements, princi-
pally Islam, of course; there were the militant pilgrims, chiefly the Crusaders.
Altogether an internally structured archive is built up from the literature that
belongs to these experiences. Out of this comes a restricted number of typical
encapsulations: the journey, the history, the fable, the stereotype, the polemical
confrontation. These are the lenses through which the Orient is experienced, and
they shape the language, perception, and form of the encounter between East and
West. What gives the immense number of encounters some unity, however, is the
vacillation I was speaking about earlier. Something patently foreign and distant
acquires, for one reason or another, a status more rather than less familiar. One
tends to stop judging things either as completely novel or as completely well
known; a new median category emerges, a category that allows one to see new
things, things seen for the first time, as versions of a previously known thing.




