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Excerpts from Edward Said. Introduction. Orientalism. New York: Vintage,
1979.

The Orient was almost a European invention, and had been since antiquity a place of
p— . . . . .
romance, exotic beings, haunting memories and landscapes, remarkable experiences.

Unlike the Americans, the French and the British — less so the Germans, Russians,
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 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) 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.

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 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 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. This
Orientalism can accommodate Aeschylus, say, and Victor Hugo, Dante and Karl
Marx.

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
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.

European culture gained its strength and identity by setting itself off against the
Orient as a sort of surrogate and even underground self.
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I have begun with the assumption that the Orient is not an inert fact of nature. [. . .]
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 enti(ii_eg thus support and to an extent reflect
each other.

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 believe 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.

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 Orienlalism 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). Nevertheless, 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 is redoubtable 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
investment. 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 multiplied — indeed, made truly
productive — the statements proliferating 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, 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
influential 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 speaking
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-
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Europeans, and indeed it can be argued that the major component in European culture

is precisely what made that culture hegemonic both in and outside Europe: the idea of

European identity as a superior one in comparison with all the non-European peoples

and cultures. There is in addition the hegemony of European ideas about the Orient,

themselves reiterating European superiority over Oriental backwardness, usually

overriding the possibility that a more independent, or more skeptical, thinker might

have had different views on the matter. 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 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 personality,

national or religious character. Additionally, the imaginative examination of things

Oriental was based more or less exclusively upon a _s_qyf_rf:_igT_l Western consciousness 5 gwer {6 AY
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? — 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.
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