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58 ORIENT ALISM 

or eastward-looking and ambitious Western potentate that Hero
dotus-historian, traveler, inexhaustibly curious chronicler-and 
Alexander-king warrior, scientific conqueror-had been in the 
Orient before. The Orient was therefore subdivided into realms 
previously known, visited, conquered, by Herodotus and Alexander 
as well as their epigones. and those realms not previously known, 
visited, conquered. Christianity completed the setting up of main 
intra-Oriental spheres: there was a Near Orient and a Far Orient, a 
familiar Orient, which Rene Grousset calls "l'empire du Levant,
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and a novel Orienl. The Orient therefore alternated in the mind's 
geography between being an Old World to which one returned, as to 
Eden or Paradise, there to set up a new version of the old, and 
being a wholly new place to which one came as Columbus came 
to America, in order to set up a New World (although, ironically. 
Columbus himself thought that he discovered a new part of the Old 
World).  Certainly neither of these Orients was purely one thing or 
the other: it is their vacillations, their tempting suggestiveness, their 
capacity for entertaining and confusing the mind. that are in� 
teresting. 

Consider how the Orient. and in particular the Near Orient, 
became known in the West as its great complementary opposite 
since antiquity. There were the Bible and the rise of Christianity; 
there were travelers like Marco Polo who charted the trade routes 
and patterned a regulated system of commercial exchange, and 
after him Lodovico di Varthema and Pietro della Valle; there were 
fabulists like Mandeville; there were the redoubtable conquering 
Eastern movements, principally Islam. of course; there were the 
militant pilgrims, chiefly the Crusaders. Altogether an internally 
structured archive is built up from the literature that belongs to 
these experiences. Out of this comes a restricted number of typical 
encapsulations: the journey. the history, the fable, the stereotype, 
the polemical confrontation. These are the lenses through which the 
Orient is experienced, and they shape the language, perception, and 
fonn of the encounter between East and West. What gives the 
immense number of eo-counters some unity. however, is the vacilla
tion I was speaking about earlier. Something patently foreign and 
distant acquires, for one reason or another, a status more rather 
than less familiar. One tends to stop judging things either as 
completely novel or as completely well known; a new median 
category emerges, a category that allows one to see new things, 
things seen for the first time, as versions of a previously known thing. 
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In essence such a category is not so much a way of receiving new 
information as it is a method of controlling what seems to be a 
threat to some established view of things. If the mind must suddenly 
deal with what it takes to be a radically new form of life-as Islam 
appeared to Europe in the early Middle Ages-the response on the 
whole is conservative and defensive. Islam is judged to be a fraud
ulent new version of some previous experience, in this case 
Christianity. The threat is muted, familiar values impose themselves, 
and in the end the mind reduces the pressure upon it by accom
modating things to itself as either "original" or "repetitious." Islam 
thereafter is "handled": its novelty and its suggestiveness are 
brought under control so that relatively nuanced discriminations 
are now made that would have been impossible had the raw novelty 
of Islam been left unattended. The Orient at large. therefore. 
vacillates between the West's contempt for what is familiar and its 
shivers of delight in--or fear of-novelty. 

Yet where Islam was concerned, European fear, if not always 
respect, was in order. After Mohammed's death in 632, the military 
and later the cultural and religious hegemony of Islam grew 
enormously. First Persia, Syria, and Egypt, then Turkey. then North 
Africa fell to the Muslim armies; in the eighth and mnth centuries 
Spain. Sicily, and parts of France were conquered. By the thirteenth 
and fourteenth centuries Islam ruled as far east as India. Indonesia, 
and China. And to this extraordinary assault Europe could respond 
with very little except fear and a kind of awe. Christian authors 
witnessing the Islamic conquests had scant interest in the learning. 
high culture, and frequent magnificence of the Muslims, who were. 
as Gibbon said, "coeval with the darkest and most slothful period of 
European annals." (But with some satisfaction he added, "since 
the sum of science has risen in the West, it shouJd seem that the 
Oriental studies have languished and declined. '>St) What Christians 
typically felt about the Eastern armies was that they had "all the 
appearance of a swann of bees, but with a heavy hand . . .  they 
devastated everything": so wrote Erchembert, a cleric in Monte 
Cassino in the eleventh century.�s 

Not for nothing did Islam come to symbolize terror, devastation, 
the demonic. hordes of hated barbarians. For Europe. Islam was a 
lasting trauma. Until the end of the seventeenth century the "Otto
man peril" lurked alongside Europe to represent for the whole of 
Christian civilization a constant danger, and in time European 
civilization incorporated that peril and its lore. its great events, 
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figures, virtues, and vices, as something woven into the fabric of 
life. In Renaissance England alone, as Samuel Chew recounts in 
his classic study The Crescent and the Rose, "a man of average 
education and intelligence" had at his fingertips. and could watch 
on the London stage. a relatively large number of detailed events 
in the history of Ottoman Islam and its encroachments upon Chris
tian Europe.56 The point is that what remained current about Islam 
was some necessarily diminished version of those great dangerous 
forces that it symbolized for Europe. Like Walter Scott's Saracens, 
the European representation of the Muslim, Ottoman, or Arab was 
always a way of controlling the redoubtable Orient, and to a cer
tain extent the same is true of the methods of contemporary learned 
Orientalists, whose subject is not so much the East itself as the 
East made known, and therefore less fearsome, to the Western 
reading public. 

There is nothing especially controversial or reprehensible about 
such domestications of the exotic; they take place between all cul
tures, certainly, and between all men, My point, however, is to 
emphasize the truth that the Orientalist, as much as anyone in the 
European West who thought about or experienced the Orient, 
performed this kind of mental operation, But what is more im
portant still is the limited vocabulary and imagery that impose 
themselves as a consequence, The reception of Islam in the West 
is a perfect case in point, and has been admirably studied by 
Norman Daniel. One constraint acting upon Christian thinkers who 
tried to understand Islam was an analogical one; since Christ is the 
basis of Christian faith, it was assumed-quite incorrectly- that 
Mohammed was to Islam as Christ was to Christianity. Hence the 
polemic name "Mohammedanism" given to Islam, and the auto
matic epithet "imposter" applied to Mohammed.S? Out of such and 
many other misconceptions "there formed a circle which was never 
broken by imaginative exteriorisation, , .  The Christian concept 
of Islam was integral and self-sufficient,"8s lslam became an image
the word is Daniel's but it seems to me to have remarkable implica
tions for Orientalism in general-whose function was not so much 
to represent Islam in itself as to represent it for the medieval 
Christian. 

The invariable tendency to neglect what the Qur'an meant, or 
what Muslims thought it meant, or what Muslims thought or did 
in any given circumstances, necessadly implies that Qur'anic and 
other Islamic doctrine was presented in a form thai would con-
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vince Christians; and more and more extravagant forms would 
stand a chance of acceptance as the distance of the writers and 
public from the Islamic border increased. It was with very great 
reluctance that what Muslims said Muslims believed was accepted 
as what they did believe. There was a Christian picture in which 
the details (even under the pressure of facts) were abandoned as 
little as possible, and in which the general outline was never 
abandoned. There were shades of difference, but only with a 
common framework. All the corrections that were made in the 
interests of an increasing accuracy were only a defence of what 
had newly been realised to be vulnerable, a shoring up of a weak� 
ened structure. Christian opinion was an erection which could not 
be demolished, even to be rebuilt.Sg 

This rigorous Christian picture of Islam was intensified in in
numerable ways, including-during the Middle Ages and ear1y 
Renaissance-a large variety of poetry, learned controversy, and 
popular superstition.�o By this time the Near Orient had been all 
but incorporated in the common world-picture of Latin Christianity 
-as in the Chanson de Roland the worship of Saracens is por
trayed as embracing Mahomet and Apollo. By the middle of the 
fifteenth century, as R W. Southern has brilliantly shown, it 
became apparent to serious European thinkers "that something 
would have to be done about Islam," which had turned the situation 
around somewhat by itself arriving militarily in Eru;tern Europe. 
Southern recounts a dramatic episode between 1450 and 1460 when 
four learned men, lohn of Segovia, Nicholas of eusa, Jean Germain, 
and Aeneas Silvius (Pius II), attempted to deal with Islam through 
contraferentia, or "conference." The idea was John of Segovia's: it 
was to have been a staged conference with Islam in which Christians 
attempted the wholesale conversion of Muslims. " He saw the con
ference as an instrument with a political as well as a strictly religious 
function, and in words which will strike a chord in modern breasts 
he ex.claimed that even if it were to last ten years it would be less 
ex.pensive and less damaging than war:' There was no agreement 
between the four men, but the episode is crucial for having been 
a fairly sophisticated attempt-part of a general European attempt 
from Bede to Luther-to put a representative Orient in front of 
Europe, to stage the Orient and Europe together in  some coherent 
way, the idea being for Christians to make it clear to Muslims that 
Islam was just a misguided version of Christianity. Southern's 
conclusion follows: 
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Most conspicuous to us is the inability of any of these systems 
of thought [European Christian] to provide a fully satisfying ex
planation of the phenomenon they had set out to explain [Islam] 
-still less to influence the course of practical events in a decisive 
way. At a practical level, events never turned out either so well 
or so ill as the most intelligent observers predicted; and it is 
perhaps worth noticing that they never turned out better than 
when the best judges confidently expected a happy ending. Was 
there any progress [in Christian knowledge of Islam]? I must 
express my conviction that there was. Even if the solution of the 
problem remained obstinately hidden from sight, the statement of 
the problem became more complex, more rational, and more 
related to experience . . . .  The scholars who labored at the problem 
of Islam in the Middle Ages failed to find the solution they sought 
and desired; but they developed habits of mind and powers of 
comprehension which, in other men and in other fields, may yet 
deserve �success.41 

The best part of Southern's analysis, here and elsewhere in his 
brief history of Western views of Islam, is his demonstration that 
it is finally Western ignorance which becomes more refined and 
complex, not some body of positive Western knowledge which 
increases in size and accuracy. For fictions have their own logic and 
their own dialectic of growth or decline. Onto the character of 
Mohammed in the Middle Ages was heaped a bundle of attributes 
that corresponded to the "character of the [tweUth-centuryj prophets 
of the 'Free Spirit' who did actually arise in Europe, and claim 
credence and collect followers." Similarly, since Mohammed was 
viewed as the disseminator of a false Revelation, he became as well 
the epitome of lechery, debauchery, sodomy, and a whole battery 
of assorted treacheries, all of which derived "logically" from his 
doctrinal impostures.H Thus the Orient acquired representatives, 
so to speak:, and representations, each one more concrete, more 
internally congruent with some Western exigency, than the ones 
that preceded it. It is as if, having once settled on the Orient as 
a locale suitable for incarnating the infinite in a finite shape, Europe 
could not stop the practice; the Orient and the Oriental, Arab, 
Islamic, Indian, Chinese, or Whatever, become repetitious pseudo
incarnations of some great original (Christ, Europe, the West) they 
were supposed to have been imitating. Only the source of these 
rather narcissistic Western ideas about the Orient changed in time, 
not their character. Thus we will find it commonly believed in the 
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twelfth and thirteenth centuries that Arabia was "on the fringe of 
the Christian world, a natural asylum for heretical outlaws, "�3 and 
that Mohammed was a cunning apostate, whereas in the twentieth 
century an Orientalist scholar, an erudite specialist, will be the one 
to point out how Islam is really no more than second-order Acian 
heresyY 

Our initial description of Oriental ism as a learned field now 
acquires a new concreteness. A field is often an enclosed space. The 
idea of representation is a theatrical one: the Orient is the stage 
on which the whole East is confined. On this stage will appear fi

'
gures 

whose role it is to represent the larger whole from which they 
emanate. The Orient then seems to be, not an unlimited extension 
beyond the familiar European world, but rather a closed field, a 
theatrical stage affixed to Europe. An Orientalist is but the par
ticular specialist in knowledge for which Europe at large is respon
sible, in the way that an audience is historically and culturally 
responsible for (and responsive to) dramas technically put together 
by the dramatist. In the depths of this Oriental stage stands a 
prodigious cultural repertoire whose individual items evoke a 
fabulously rich world: the Sphinx, Cleopatra, Eden, Troy, Sodom 
and Gomorrah, Astarte, Isis and Osiris, Sheba, Babylon, the Genii, 
the Magi, Nineveh, Prester John, Mahomet, and dozens more; 
settings, in some cases names only, half-imagined, half-known; 
monsters, devils, heroes; terrors, pleasures, desires. The European 
imagination was nourished extensively from this repertoire: between 
the Middle Ages and the eighteenth century such major authors as 
Ariosto, Milton, Marlowe, Tasso, Shakespeare, Cervantes, and the 
authors of the Chanson de Roland and the Poema del Cid drew on 
the Orient's riches for their productions, in ways that sharpened the 
outlines of imagery, ideas, and figures populating it. In addition, a 
great deal of what was considered learned Orientalist scholarship in 
Europe pressed ideological myths into service, even as knowledge 
seemed genuinely to be advancing. 

A celebrated instance of how dramatic form and learned imagery 
come together in the Orientalist theater is Barthelemy d'Herbelot's 
Bibliotheque orientale, published posthumously in 1697, with a 
preface by Antoine Galland, The introduction of the recent Cam
bridge History of Islam considers the Bibliotheque, along with 
George Sale's preliminary discourse to his translation of the 
Koran ( 1734) and Simon Ockley's History of the Saracens ( 1 708, 
1718),  to be "highly important" in widening "the new understand-
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