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Edward Said: Orientalism
· The author:
Edward Said is a Palestinian who was educated in Egypt, in Palestine (countries who had been under British rule) and in the United States.  His text Orientalism is the foundational text of postcolonial criticism. His background gave him an interest in the representation of the colonized subject in western culture and the relationship between culture and political imperialism. He has been influenced by Michel Foucault: culture and knowledge are tools of political power and oppression.
· His theory: Orientalism:
 “Orientalism is the discourse of the West about the East” (Said, 367).

Said defined Orientalism as being a western discourse on the East creating and perpetuating stereotypes and those stereotypes legitimized colonial oppression by presenting the colonized subject as being “other” and unworthy of self-determination. Said argues that western writings about the East function as the branch of the imperial project of colonizing the East: “The scope of Orientalism exactly matched the scope of empire” (Said, 376).

Introduction to his book: “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” (Said, 367).

Said explains the idea that books creating stereotypes served as the basis for the colonial reality. The colonized subject is represented as unchanging, always the same, essentially other and strange. He explains that attitudes that made colonization possible were shaped before the beginning of colonizing process (in the literature of the seventeenth-century, the eighteenth-century and the early nineteenth-century).  The attitudes of men are shaped by what they read in books: he gives the example of travelers saying that a country was not what they expected, meaning “it wasn’t what a book said it would be” (Said, 368). Success of the books is also a factor to take into account, meaning if we can find a similarity between what the book says and the reality, we are likely to read more books of the author and to believe what they say. 

“The experiences of readers in reality are determined by what they have read, and this in turn influences writers to take up subjects defined in advance by readers’ experience” (Said, 368).

“Texts can create not only knowledge but also the very reality they appear to describe” (Said, 369).

The Western fascination for the East was coming from books dealing with this subject: Chateaubriand, Gérard de Nerval, George Eliot (Daniel Deronda), Jospeh Conroad (Heart of Darkness), E.M. Forster (A Passage to India).  

Orientalism developed even more during the nineteenth-century and the twentieth-century because the fascination for the East was also developing at the time and “Orientalism had accomplished its self-metamorphosis from a scholarly discourse to an imperial institution” (Said, 370). Orientalism shaped the attitudes of colonizers towards the colonized subjects and shaped the colonizing process. Orientalism functions as a discourse based on generalization on examples sometimes taken from centuries ago: “an observation about a tenth-century Arab poet multiplied itself into a policy towards (and about) the Oriental mentality in Egypt, Iraq or Arabia” (Said, 370), “Orientalism assumed an unchanging Orient” (Said, 370). Orientalism even shaped the politics and created the attitudes of politics. The colonized subject is always an ‘object’ of study but never the subject. He is described as “passive, non-participating […] non-creative, non-autonomous, non-sovereign with regard to itself” (Said, 371). 

The Oriental subject is presented as eccentric (Said, 375). Said also refers to the generality of what is assigned to the Orient, to the “disenchantment that one feels after encountering it” (Said, 375). 

“It views the Orient as something whose existence is not only displayed but has remained fixed in time and place for the West” (Said, 379).

In order to fight those stereotypes, Said recommends to read literary texts contrapuntally, in parallel with something else, meaning reading the main text of the Cannon in parallel with minority writings of the colonized. Cultural experience is hybrid, made of different voices. For example, you must read Shakespeare’s The Tempest alongside Aimé Césaire Une Tempête in which Caliban is represented as a slave fighting for his freedom against the European oppressor. 

· How can we apply Said’s theory to The Buddha of Suburbia?
There are different characters through which we can observe a kind of Orientalist attitude. Jalima, for example, has been educated by a white person, Miss Cutmore and “Jamila thought Miss Cutmore really wanted to eradicate everything that was foreign in her” (Hanif Kureishi, 53). Karim adds, “She drove me mad by saying Miss Cutmore had colonized her” (Hanif Kureishi, 53). It refers to the purpose of Orientalist writings which made possible the colonizing process through the stereotypes found in western literature. We can also find it in the character of Pyke, a theatre director who casts Karim for his show and who seems to be fascinated by Karim’s family because they are oriental people: “What about your family? […] Uncles and aunts. They’ll give the play a little variety. I bet they’re fascinating” (Hanif Kureishi, 170). In Hanif Kureishi’s novel, we can find this fascination for the East in the character of Karim’s father, too, who turns himself into an exotic, Eva fetishes yoga and eastern religion, Karim is cast as Mowgli, the Indian character in Keplin’s book. 
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