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Critical Responses to Edward Said’s Orientalism.
Abstract:

Edward W. Said’s Orientalism, published in 1978, offers a critical analysis of the
West’s colonial project. In this book, Said argues that it is essential to recognize and
understand three distinct traditions within Orientalist discourse. The first is the
centuries-old intellectual tradition in the West, within which scholars have sought to
understand the East. The second is a particular Western mindset reflected in
ontological and epistemological frameworks, primarily aimed at establishing the
superiority of the West over the East in every respect. The third aspect is the political
objective of the West: to justify and sustain its dominance over Eastern societies
through various political means and specific way of knowledge production. Said makes
it clear that his focus in the book is on the latter two aspects of Orientalism. He attempts
to show how these elements have been deeply intertwined with the goals of Western
imperialism from the late eighteenth century to the present day. He demonstrates how
major Orientalist works have served the social and colonial interests of the West. As
expected, Orientalism has been the subject of extensive critique. Since its publication
in 1978, it remains extensively read and discussed text. This article examines
significant critical reactions to Said’s work—ranging from Orientalists and academics
to Marxist theorists and philosophers. Although the book has its shortcomings, a key
challenge for critics has been understanding Said’s main argument. Said challenges the
epistemological underpinnings of imperialism instead of providing a definition or
historical account of Orientalism. This essay argues that Orientalism ought not to be
interpreted merely as a book about Orientalism, but rather as a postcolonial text.

Keywords: Orientalism, Orientalist discourse, colonialism, colonial epistemology, Marx.
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On May 16, 1916, Great Britain and France concluded a secret agreement commonly,
though unofficially, known as the "Sykes - Picot Agreement." Embodied in notes
exchanged between Great Britain, France and Russia, the Agreement actually delimited
Ottoman territory into British and French spheres of influence.
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It is not the thesis of this book to suggest that there is such a thing as a real or true Orient
(Islam, Arab, or whatever); nor is it to make an assertion about the necessary privilege
of an "insider" perspective over an "outsider" one, to use Robert K. Merton's useful

distinction.On the contrary, I have been arguing that "the Orient" is itself a constituted
entity...,
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Nature has made a race of workers, the Chinese race, who have wonderful manual
dexterity and almost no sense of honor; govern them with justice, levying from them,
in return for the blessing of such a government, an ample allowance for the conquerin,
race, and they will be satisfied; a race of tillers of the soil, the Negro; treat him wit
kindness and humanity, and all will be as it should; a race of masters and soldiers, the
European race.
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“Thus, Noldeke could declare in 1887 that the sum total of his work as an Orientalist
was to confirm his "low opinion" of the Eastern peoples.”
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They cannot represent themselves; they must be represented.
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England has to fulfill a double mission in India; one destructive, the other regenerating-
the annihilation of the Asiatic society, and the laying of the material foundations of
Western society in Asia.
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“For you, Marx is what Khomeini is to his followers: you are a Khomeini of the Left,
which is one thing my heroes, Gramsci and Lukacs, could never have been.”
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The worst thing about your writing is how really badly you read: in the end, you see,
when we read and write, we are dealing with words, and your way with words is both
too literal and not literal enough, and you can’t have it both ways. When you quote, you
misquote and when you construe, you mis-construe, yet both activities are done with
“accuracy” and “correctness” as their pretext. As an instance, take your allegation that
my notion of Orientalism is unilinear: you simply don’t read what I everywhere say,
that Orientalism is a word which has many meanings, and one must be sensitive to those
meanings.
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