Edward Said’s “Orientalism” apd'
Postcolonial Theory

Fdward Sad was born i West Jerusalem and named Fdwarg
after the Prince of Wales. His Palestiman father, Wade after
serving the First World War took American ctizenship and hiss,
mother Hilda (an admirer of Edward, the Prince of Wales) was
bornan Nazareth of Palestinan and Lebanese parentage, He M;
Palestine tor good in 1947 just before the creation of [srael "Uf
of the territory nf I".llvsli}u‘ i 194% and settled in USA where he
worked as a |f|'()i‘('§S()|‘ of English and Comparative Literatyre at
Columbia University. Being a Polyglot, (he knew such languages
as Enghsh, Arabic, Spanish, German, Italian and Latin), he had
mwardness with European languages and culture. He became
conscious of Western attitude to the East embedded in the term
‘Orientalism.’

It postcolonial aesthetic owes its origin to Frantz Fanon’s
book, The Wretched of the Earth (1961), postcolonial theory is
based on Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978). Said’s contribution
to postcolonial theory can be understood in its proper perspective
against the backdrop of his concept of ‘Orientalism’ explained
and developed in his major works such as Beginnings (1975),
Ortentalism (1978), The Question of Palestine (1979), Covering
Islam (1981), Culture and Imperialism (1993) and The World,
The Text and The Critic (1983). The term ‘Orientalism’ occurs
in Said’s magnum opus Orientalism which refers to “the
historical and ideological process whereby false images of and
the myths about the Eastern or the ‘Oriental’ world have been
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mderstand these terms mn their context clearly.
Betore explaining Said’s ‘Orientalism’® It IS imperative on

our part to understand the major influences on him 1n the global
context.

Though critics tend to evaluate Said on the basis of his
works beginming with Orsentalism and after, his first major
ctical work, Begmmings (1975) cannot be glossed over easily.
It 1s here that Said turns to the eighteenth century Italian
Philosopher, Vico for new ideas. Rajnath gives an interesting
iccount of Said’s indebtedness to Vico in the following words:

lhe very concept beginning is derived from Vico who
distinguishes between origins and beginnings saying that the
rems are divine, whereas beginnings are human. The
world 1s created by God, but the social world is the
handiwork of man. Explaining how Vico’s concept of
hcé:inmng makes him a modern thinker, Said remarks,
“Vico is the prototypical modern thmker who perceives
Klnmngasanactrvny' ity requiring the writer to maintain an
Unstraying obligation to practical reality and sympadietic




| . rWENTIETH GENTURY LITERARY CRITiC
| CAMCitM

i reality but ;':.,M » ,?"'H-'YAN"!;L g ,T‘.‘”’ only ground;y,
e ;;. .’,,””,Av*"ri)‘i““n which can sympatheticajj,
el e Saidall h‘w::‘i’;'-ﬂs \' ;m zn\:;’.;maw;rj marks Vi, a'»,
political content 1o ”wi(‘ Iu gar Marxists .».h_r, emphasize
” C 9 1 2000 75) exciusion uf imagimanve rccreamm

2 Said made s of Vichian idea of the distinction be
x.:.'-\{i’.f.'i and affiliation, the first being instinctual Piom
second, social. ®Filiation is the outcome of sexual rel 2nd the
which leads to procreation and repetition. Sexual r:;?"“ship
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filiation, join people together” in a n”"‘geﬂcalogicarrm
procreative but social unity. In the modern age, say; ;\rm-
“Filiative relationships have been displaced by affﬂm:‘d’
relationships” (JLC 9: 1, 2000: 75). : 0
Apart from Vico, $2id was also influenced by Foucaulr's
concept of power and the correlanon between knowledge and
Orientalism Said writes: “1 have found it useful here
to employ Michel Foucault’s notion of discourse, as described
by hum n The Archaeology of Knowledge and in Discrpline 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, sociologically, militarily, ideologically.
natively during the post-Enlightenment

scientifically and 1imag!
period (1978: 3).

And again, Said was also influen f
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hegemony, “which 1s the exercise of power-throug‘b tbc consent
of the ruled by ‘incorporating and transforming’ thﬂf W e
The domination of the rulers over the ruled. (i.e-, the M’t d:el
power over the colenised) was done at tWO levels—
level of administration throu military power <% e

che social level through education in schools

power. In

ced by the Marxist Irahan
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between the world of Islam, the Middle East, and ¢}
‘Orient’ on the one hand, and that of European an;
American imperialism on the other. While ()ricma[,‘sm
focuses on the well-rehearsed field of nineteenth centyr
British and French imperialism, the two subsequent books
in this series, The Question of Palestine (1979) and Covery,
Islam (1981) foreground the submerged or latent imperialisy,
which informs the relationship between Zionism and
Palestine and that of the United States and the Islam
World (1999: 66).

Said argues that the Western attitude towards Orientals js
based on ignorance of the Eastern culture and literature. Hence,
the colonisers imposed their culture and literature on the
colonized people through various means. Said tries to show that
the West was wrong to treat the East as inferior both culturally
and intellectually. In his works Said has successfully demonstrated
the values of Oriental Culture and brought the marginalised
‘Other’ to the centre stage. 1 am inclined to agree with Leela
Gandhi when she makes the following observation on this
subject:

Orientalism is the first book in which Said relentlessly

unmasks the ideological disguises of imperialism. In thi}

regard, its particular contribution to the field of ant-
colonial scholarship inheres in its painstaking, if somewhat
overstated, exposition of the reciprocal relationship between

C(‘)I(.mial knowledge and colonial power. It proposes that
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America in the 1940s) of reading a text as a self-contained unjt
without any reference to the \\*«;rld (1.e., the culture f“\(l Miliey
i which it s written) and suggests that the text iﬁ of the world
and about the world. It exists in the world and for the world
He asserts in the essay, “The World, the Text and the Critjc»
that “the pomnt is that text have ways of existing that even i the
most rarctied torm are always enmeshed m circumstance, time
place, society—n short, they are the world and hence, W‘)rdly-;:
(1983 16). Said believes that the text is affiliated with the
world and therefore questions the insular approach of the Ney,
Crities and some post-structuralists who believe that the texy ¥
what it means to the reader (Reader-Response Critics), Thus
criticism should go beyond the text and take intertextuality 44
its province. Therefore, Said emphasizes that, “Criticism canney
assume that its province is merely that text—not even the grear
literary text” (Ibidem: 225).

In the twenty-first century when we look back to the past
and particularly to the origin of post-colonial theory, we cannot
help saying that Said’s Ovrientalism is one of the chief sources of
it. Said’s Orientalism brings out the binary opposition between
the West (i.e., Furope) and the East—the Occident and the
Orient. Ania Loomba makes a pertinent point when she says,

Orientalism can be said to inaugurate a new kind of study
of colonialism. Said argues that representations of the
‘Orient’ in European literary texts travelogues and other
writings contributed to the creation of a dichotomy between
Furope and its ‘others,” a dichotomy that was central to the
creation of Furopean culture as well as to the maintenance
and extension of European hegemony over other lands.
Said’s project is to show how ‘knowledge’ about nor
Europeans was part of the process of maintaining poweL
over them, thus the status of ‘knowledge’ is demystlflf-'d'
and the lines between the ideological and the objecti¥é
blurred (1999. 44-45)
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advoof the Onent (Le, Onentalism) “was ulimarely 4
I“"”“ dovision of reality whose structure prompred 4 binry
pposition between the famihar (Furopean, the West, ‘us') and
the strange (the Orent, the Fast, ‘them')” (Loomba, 1999 47)
]m\,ml‘. the close of Orentalism Sand ph'.tdh for the extinetion
o both the terms Ovientalism and Occidentalism, He writes:

| hope to have shown my reader that the answer to

Oprentalism s not Occrdentalism, No former “Ogiental”

will be comtorted by the thought that having been an

Oriental himselt he s Iil\‘("y. too hkely—to study new

“Orentals " ——or “Occrdentals” of his own make-up. If the

knowledge of Orentalism has any meaning, it 15 10 bemng a

reminder of the seductive dvgl'.ld.lmm of lmnwlmlw', of ANy

knowledge, anywhere, at any tune. Now perhaps more than

betore |...] (JLC 9:1, 2000: 83),

Said s of the oprmon that since all cultures are hybrid and
heterogencous, the complete separation of the West from the
I.l“,l sowell mgh impossible. In the concluding paragraph of
Cudture and Imperialism Said says:

No one today 1s purely one thing. Labels like Indian, or

Woman, or Mushm, or American are no more than starting
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allow
belief that they were only, mainly, cxclusively

black, or Western, or Oriental. No one can
persisting continuities of long traditions, sustained hah;
natural languages, and cultural geographies, byt ther
no reason except fear and prejudice to keep insistip
separation and distinctiveness as if that was al] hUman It
was about. Survival in fact is about connectiong betwe'ee
things; in Eliot’s phrase, reality cannot be deprived of thn
“other echoes [that] inhabit the garden.” It is more reWardine
and—more difficult—to think correctly and SymPathetically
contrapuntally, about others than only about “yg » But thi;
also means not trying to rule others, not trying to classify
them or put them in hierarchies, above all not constantly
reiterating “how our ‘culture’ or country is number ope (or
not number one, for that matter,) for the intellectua] there is
quite enough of value to do without that” (1993: 407-403),
Rajnath makes a perceptive commen

t on the passage just
quoted above in the following words:

This is addressed as much to the West as to the East. The
passage contains a warning and a suggestion. The West
MUST not repeat its past error and the East must take its
imperialist phase as a historical experience rather than
permanent divide between it and its other. Cultural hybridity,
a term frequently used by Said, has come to stay and no
amount of effort can fence off the East and the West.
Hence, Said’s rhetorical question:
Who in India or Algeria today can confidently separate
out the British or French component of the past koois
present actualities, and whe in Britain or France can draw
a clear circle around British London or French Paris tha:
wnul_d exclude the impact of India and Algeria upon thos
WO imperial citjes (Culture and Imperialism, 15)-

Cultures are so mixed up that we are slowly mo

I, towards one culture which will have the componeat
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In conclusion, it can be said that Edward Sa?d has h.cra\c'icd
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