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Discussion Document

 

In this extract Edward Said outlines the pervasive and all-encompassing nature of Orientalist 

thought. Asking questions about the mainly French and British models of imperialism, this document 

reveals how Said saw culture (particularly literature) as constructing western viewpoints of the West 

and to what extent too the West constructed what it was to be modern by placing the East as the 

archetype of what it was to be backward. 

Said begins by providing a definition of what he means by orientalism, a meaning which was 

something of a departure from previous uses. 

By Orientalism I mean several things, all of them in my opinion, interdependent. The most readily 

acceptable 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 general aspects, is an Orientalist, and what he or she does is Orientalism. . . . 

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. . . . 

From here, he proceeds to analyse the relationship between ‘academic’ and ‘imaginative’ uses of the 

term, and why it is necessary to them firmly within broader historical contexts. 

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 
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over the Orient. . . . 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 – even produce – the Orient politically, 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 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.  

Historically and culturally there is a quantitative as well as a qualitative difference between the 

Franco-British involvement in the Orient and . . . the involvement of every other European and 

Atlantic power. To speak of Orientalism is therefore to speak mainly, although not exclusively, of a 

British and French cultural enterprise, a project whose dimensions take on 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 scholarly 

corpus, innumerable Oriental ‘experts’ and ‘hands’, and Oriental professoriate, a complex array of 

‘Oriental’ ideas (Oriental despotism, Oriental splendour, cruelty, sensuality), many Eastern sects, 

philosophies, and wisdoms domesticated for local European use. 

Edward Said (1991) Orientalism: Western Conceptions of the Orient, pp. 2–4. 

 


