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Who or What is an Orientalist?

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 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 general aspects, is an Orientalist, and what he or she does is Orientalism.  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 20th 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, Orientalism lives on academically through its doctrines and theses about the Orient and the Oriental.

Orientalism Is a Style of Thought
Related to this academic tradition, whose fortunes, transmigrations, specializations, and transmissions are in part the subject of this study, is a more general meaning for Orientalism.  Orientalism is a style of though 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 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 Orient, its people, customs, “Mind”, destiny and so on (p.2.)

Unique Relationship bewteen Europe and The Orient

Orientalism derives from a particular closeness experienced between Britain and France and the Orient, which until the early 19th century had really only meant India and the Bible lands.  From the beginning of the 19th century until the end of WWII, France and Britain dominated the Orient and Orientalism; since WWII, America has dominated the Orient, and approaches it is 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 Occident (British, French, American), comes the large body of texts I call Orientalist. (p.4.)

Western Hegemony andThe Represention of The Orient

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 umbrella of Western hegemony over the Orient during the period from the end of the 18th 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 and revolution.  

Orientalism As a Distribution and Elaboration 

Therefore, Orientalism is not a mere political subject matter or filed that is reflected passively by culture, scholarship, or institutions; 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 considerable dimension of modern political-intellectual culture, and as such has less to do with the Orient than it does with “our” world. (p.12).

Turbulent Relations between East and West

Anyone resident in the West since the 1950s, particularly in the U.S., 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.

 Postmodern Age Stereotypes  

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 19th 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 perception of the Arabs and Islam into a highly politicized , almost raucous matter:  one, the history of popular anti-Arab and anti-Islamic prejudice in the West; which is immediately reflected in the history of Oreintalism; two, the struggle between the Arabs and Israeli Zionism, and its effects upon American Jews as well as upon both the liberal culture and the population at large; three, the almost total absence of any cultural position making it possible either to 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 it talking about the Near East are depressingly small. (p. 25-26). 

Europe Was Always Stronger

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 relationship of strong to weak could be disguised of 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, childlike, “different”; thus the European is rational, virtuous, mature, “normal”.  But the way of enlivening the relationship 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 manipulations by which the Orient was identified by the West (p.41).

The West Commands The Earth

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 European 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. (p.42)

A Political Vision of Reality

 For Orientalism was ultimately a political vision of reality whose structure promoted the difference between the familiar (Europe, the West, “us”) and the strange (the Orient, the East, “them”).  This vision in a sense created and then served 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 culture, he could penetrate, he could wrestle with, he could give shape and meaning to the great Asiatic mystery, as Disraeli once called it. (p. 45)

Can One Divide Human Reality?  

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 culture, histories, traditions, societies, even races, and survive the consequences humanly?  By surviving the consequences humanly, I 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, the result if usually to polarize the distinction—the Oriental becomes more Oriental, the Westerner more Western—and limit the human encounter 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 distinction 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. (p45-46). 

